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The spiritual kingdom, made up of true Christians, does not need the sword. The biblical 
passages dealing with justice and retribution, therefore, are only in reference to the first 
kingdom. Christians, however, should only use the sword against evildoers, and never 
amongst themselves. The temporal kingdom has no authority to coerce in matters 
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RELIGION AND VIOLENCE IN SOCIETIES: DO INDIVIDUALS USE 
RELIGION AS A TOOL TO PERPETRATE VIOLENCE? 
MARGARET LOHRER 
ABSTRACT 
 I set out to study how individuals use religion as a tool to perpetrate violence in 
the US and abroad. I found two case studies where individuals use their religion as a tool 
to perpetrate violence, but also justify the violence enacted, over the last half century. 
The Army of God and Al-Qaeda are two groups who use their religion and justify their 
violence from scripture. In fact, more often than not I found these actors denote scripture 
as inspiring violence. I will compare the violence taken in the name of their respective 
religions on US soil with the role religion plays in both Israel and South Africa. All three 
of these countries were founded on freedom of religion which I think brings a unique 
perspective to my study and further leads me ask if the state encourages individuals or 
groups of individuals to be religious when they very well know there are groups who use 
their religion as a tool to perpetrate violence. Although the case studies I am analyzing 
are not a sample of the US, Israel, or South Africa, I find it necessary to study due to the 
alarmingly high amount of prominent leaders and figures in the US trying to get their 





Our world, made up of nearly eight billion individuals, is constant and ever 
changing in thought, idea, and action. One thing, however, that remains timeless in our 
world is the existence of religion. Religion has proven time and time again that no matter 
how many individuals wish for it to disappear religion will not. As a matter of fact, the 
estimated religious population of our world in the coming years is supposed to reach over 
nine billion, one billion more than the number of people who are on earth right now.1 
While this is just a projection of the world’s total religious population by the Pew 
Research Center, I find it astonishing nevertheless.  
However, the increase in most major religious groups is not what I am studying 
for my thesis.2 The reason I raise this study is to reveal just how significant religion is in 
the world as well as in the lives of individuals. 
The rate at which all major religious groups are growing, with the exception of 
Buddhism, is potentially alarming because of the notion that religion can lead to conflict 
in society.3 Contrary to my personal experience with religion, I have found several cases 
                                                        
1 “The Future of World Religions: Population Growth: Projections, 2010-2050,” Pew Research Center, 
April 2015, p. 5. This overall projection (9.3 billion in 2050) matches the “medium variant” forecast in the 
United Nations Population Division’s World Population Prospects, 2010 revision. A recent update from the 
United Nations has a somewhat higher estimate, 9.55 billion. The U.N. does not make projections for 
religious groups. 
2 Besides from Buddhism, all of the major religious groups are expected to increase in number by 2050. 
3 Samuel P. Huntington, “The Clash of Civilizations?” Foreign Affairs, 72 (3), Summer 1993 pp. 22-49. 
Huntington’s argument, albeit controversial, crass, and racist theorized that people’s cultural and religious 
identities would be the primary source of conflict in the post-Cold War world. Huntington’s argument was 
roughly refuted by individuals such as Edward Said as well as many others. See Jonathan Fox, “Paradigm 
Lost: Huntington’s Unfulfilled Clash of Civilizations Prediction into the 21st Century,” International 
Politics, 42, November 2005, pp. 428-457; Alina Mungiu-Pippidi and Denisa Mindruta, “Was Huntington 
Right? Testing Cultural Legacies and the Civilization Border,” International Politics, 39 (2), June 2002, pp. 
193-213; Errol A. Henderson, Richard Tucker, “Clear and Present Strangers: The Clash of Civilizations 
and International Conflict, International Studies Quarterly, 45 (2), June 2001, pp. 317-338; Bruce M. 
ix
where individuals use their respective religion to both inspire and justify violence. The 
central question my thesis asks is, do individuals use religion as a tool to perpetrate 
violence? While I do not have all the answers and certainly will not any time soon, my 
work serves to analyze just a few of the many groups classified as religious actors. 
Through several case studies taken place in the US, South Africa and Israel, I prove 
individuals use religion as a tool to perpetrate violence. Therefore, the stark increase in 
the number of individuals who participate in major religions worldwide could be an 
ominous sign. However, it is unclear if the case studies of individuals using religion as a 
tool to perpetrate violence is an accurate sample and, therefore reflective of the 
individuals identifying with a major religious group. Thus, further research must be 
conducted to prove whether an increase in the numbers of major religious groups would 
result in a corresponding increase in religious violence.  
Russett; John R. Oneal; Michaelene Cox “Clash of Civilizations, or Realism and Liberalism Déjà Vu? 
Some Evidence, Journal of Peace Research, 37 (5), September 2000, pp. 583-608; George Fujii, “H-
Diplo/ISSF Teaching Roundtable 11-6 on The Clash of Civilizations in the IR Classroom,” networks.h-
net.org, November 2019; Amartya Sen, “Democracy as a Universal Value,” Journal of Democracy, 10 (3), 
1999, pp. 3-17; Paul Berman, Terror and Liberalism, New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2003; 
Timothy Garton Ash, History of the Present: Essays, Sketches and Despatches from Europe in the 1990s, 
Penguin Books, 2000, pp. 388-389; Edward Said, “The Clash of Ignorance,” The Nation, October 2001, 
pp.11-13; Edward Said, From Oslo to Iraq and the Road Map: Essays, New York: Pantheon, 2004; Trystan 
CJ, Noam Chomsky on The “Clash of Civilizations,” YouTube, March, 2007; Yuval N. Harari, 21 Lessons 
for the 21st Century, New York: Spielgel & Grau, 2018. 
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GLOSSARY 
Violence: the use of physical force so as to injure, abuse, damage, or destroy; an instance 
of violent treatment or procedure; injury by or as if by distortion, infringement, or 
profanation: outrage; intense, turbulent, or furious and often destructive action or force; 
vehement feeling or expression: fervor; an instance of such action or feeling; a clashing 
or jarring quality: discordance; undue alteration (as of wording or sense in editing a text)4 
4 Definition of violence according to the Merriam Webster dictionary. Since my thesis asks a question 
about violence, I find it appropriate to include all definitions of violence even if some definitions do not 





Introduction and Background—Religious Violence and Holy Wars 
 I have extensively researched the connections between religion and violence 
committed in the name of religion. The focus of my research on religion and religious 
violence has been in the US. In fact, large sections of this thesis are devoted to what I 
believe are the two most well-known examples of religious-inspired violence occurring in 
the US in the last half century: the anti-abortion movement and Al-Qaeda’s September 
11, 2001 attacks on US land. These two incidences differ greatly, certainly, for instance 
in their duration: the extremist Christian Right anti-abortion movement has been a part of 
American life for decades, while the September 11th attacks on New York and 
Washington were sudden, and occurred in a horrific few hours. Yet the impacts of these 
events reverberate in the American consciousness, both with lasting impact on our 
society and our people. Both are examples of the use of religion to incite violence. 
 My research, analysis, and writing led me to attempt to categorize the type of 
religious violence these two incidences represent. Ultimately, my conclusions will rely on 
key aspects of these two examples of religious violence, including the extent to which 
they are domestic or international events; whether they are ongoing or with some 
termination point; and whether they are part of a continuing war or better understood as 
one-time incidents. Without doubt, the best answer to this final question is that they are a 
hybrid: in neither case are these best understood as isolated violent episodes. In both 




 But I am less interested in the length of these violent campaigns than the 
perspective of those perpetrating the acts. I want to consider how long and how 
committed those defending these acts must “stay in the fight.” Also, when violent acts are 
committed internationally by foreign actors, one possible response is war between 
nations. To the extent the violence is domestic, between US citizens, as with the 
extremist anti-abortion movement, federal and local law enforcement are called upon to 
respond. The length of the response and the identity of those responding has ended up 
being a key part of my research.  
I consider religious violence in three very different countries: the US, Israel, and 
South Africa. These countries have distinct founding principles that help determine the 
role of religion in their society at the outset, and through the present. These are all themes 
I consider herein: international or domestic, part of a “war” or part of something else, and 
what to do with those who are responding to these acts. Does religious violence always 
demand a religious-based violent response in return?  
By way of background and introduction to my thesis, I first consider the world’s 
lengthiest holy war, the Crusades, a centuries long battle between two of the world’s 
major religions, Christianity and Islam, and briefly compare that holy war to the two most 




                                                        




The Crusades—A “Symmetrical” Endless Holy War 
 The Crusades were a series of religious wars from 1096-1271 between the 
Catholic Church and the Muslims who controlled land in the Middle East that the Church 
considered to be its own.6 These religious wars were started by the Catholic Church after 
Pope Urban II delivered a speech at the Council of Clermont.7 Pope Urban II proposed an 
armed pilgrimage to Jerusalem in order to take back the “holy land.”8 Some consider the 
Crusades to refer to any religious war waged by the Roman Catholic Church against 
people of another faith, but in this context crusade refers to the armed pilgrimages to 
Jerusalem by the Church.9 There were a total of nine crusades, with the first four being 
most significant, and the importance of the Crusades started to decline after a half-hearted 
effort was made by children of the Catholic Church to stage their own crusade.10 These 
religious wars between Christians and Muslims brought about turmoil and death for many 
and the immediate effects were devastating.11 
 Arguably, the lasting effects of the Crusades were even worse than its immediate 
impacts. In the aftermath of the Crusades and the old legacy of the Catholic Church, 
lasting stigmas impacting both Islam and Judaism continued to exist, stigmas that fuel 
                                                        
6 Thomas F. Madden, The Concise History of the Crusades, Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014, p. 7, 
116. 
7 See Jay Rubenstein, Armies of Heaven: The First Crusade and the Quest for Apocalypse, New York: 
Basic Books, 2011, pp. 22-30; Thomas Asbridge, The Crusades: The War for the Holy Land, London: 
Simon & Schuster, 2020, pp. 33-39; Jonathan Phillips, Holy Warriors: A Modern History of the Crusades, 
London: Vintage Digital, 2012, pp. 1-9; Christopher Tyerman, God’s War: A New History of the Crusades, 
Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008, pp. 58-89. 
8 Madden, The Concise History of the Crusades, p. 35. 
9 Karen Armstrong, Holy War: the Crusades and Their Impact on Today's World, New York: Anchor 
Books, 2001. 
10 Madden, The Concise History of the Crusades, pp. 173-206. 




unreasonable thinking even today; similar prejudice is placed upon the Catholic Church 
in some places in the world.12 The existence of this deeply ingrained and lasting prejudice 
and stigma is evidence that religious wars never truly end; there are always some who are 
holding on to past wrongdoings or radical beliefs.  
Religious conflicts do not end overnight because a religion cannot be suddenly 
disbanded, as can happen with states. A state or empire can crumble, its boundaries can 
be redrawn, but the religious beliefs and customs of the people who support a religion last 
indefinitely. The most relevant timeline for religion is eternity. 
The Crusades included violence committed in the name of religion. My 
understanding of the Crusades is that they were “symmetrical” in this regard, meaning 
they were being fought on behalf of religion on both the Christian side and on the side of 
Islam.13 They were a long symmetrical holy war fought in Europe over a great length of 
time. But we have experienced other wars centered in Europe that were long and in fact 
involved most of the world, namely World War I and World War II. In contrast to 
conflicts like the Crusades, however, in World War I some states were defeated and 
broken up by the successful Allies because they had asserted their dominance. This is a 
much more popular trend in state vs. state conflicts. (After World War I, the Treaty of 
Versailles was formulated and it created some harsh limits on a few countries, making 
another global conflict more likely.)14 
                                                        
12 Tyerman, God’s War, p. 198. 
13 Later I discuss the asymmetry of the September 11th attacks and the decades long Arab-Israeli conflict. 
14 Catherine Lu, “Justice and Moral Regeneration: Lessons from the Treaty of Versailles,” International 




 World War II was again won by the Allied Powers and some of these powers took 
it upon themselves to reconstruct parts of the world so as to avoid another conflict. But 
the contflict from World War II most relevant to this thesis is the Holocaust, the horrific 
sequence of events that resulted in the brutal murders of six million Jews by Nazi 
Germans.15  
 The Yalta and Potsdam Conferences served as a meeting point for discussion 
regarding the reshaping the world, specifically and almost exclusively Europe. There the 
maps of Europe were reconfigured. The lines drawn at those conferences were largely 
drawn based on political and ethnic factors, with little regard for religion.16  
There is a clear exception to this European plan that was necessitated by the 
Holocaust. That exception was the creation of the state of Israel in the Middle East. Israel 
was created as a land for the Jewish people.17 Unlike many other ethnicities and religions, 
being “Jewish” has both an ethnic and a religious component. Israel was created for the 
Jewish people, therefore, was created and continues to exist with both ethnic and 
religious components. 
The creation of the state of Israel in 1948 is a broad and continually relevant 
geopolitical topic. My discussion of the creation of the state of Israel in this thesis paper 
is necessarily narrow. It will focus on a very limited number of historical facts, including: 
                                                        
15 Historical reports are consistent in reporting that an additional six million people were killed in the 
Holocaust by the Nazis, a total of 12 million murders. These additional six million were killed by the Nazis 
because they were disabled, were gypsies, or some other nonsensical reason. 
16 Phillip Mosely, “Dismemberment of Germany: The Allied Negotiations from Yalta to Potsdam,” Foreign 
Affairs, vol. 28, no. 3, April 1950, pp. 487-498. 
17 Evyatar Friesel, “On the Myth of the Connection Between the Holocaust and the Creation of Israel,” 




(1) that the US and Great Britain were the countries most responsible for the creation of 
Israel;18 (2) the land used for the creation of the state of Israel was in the Middle East, a 
land that is largely and almost exclusively populated by Sunni and Shia Muslim sects;19 
and (3) the land used for the creation of the state of Israel was land that is central to 
Biblical stories.20 All three of these factors figure in the analysis that I undertake in this 
thesis paper.  
To consider the use of religion as a tool to perpetrate violence, my thesis 
compares and considers historical events from three countries, the US, Israel, and South 
Africa.21  
 With that I turn to the US, our home country founded after the Revolutionary 
War. At its founding, the Americans sought and gained independence from England, 
which had a state church (the Church of England) at the time. “Free of religion” was a 
founding principle in the US. The “establishment clause” prohibiting the establishment of 
                                                        
18 John Snetsinger, Truman, the Jewish Vote and the Creation of Israel, Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 
1974, pp. 1-72. 
19 Jehuda Reinharz and Rabinovich Itamar, Israel in the Middle East: Documents and Readings on Society, 
Politics, and Foreign Relations, Pre 1948 to the Present, Lebanon: Brandeis University Press, 2008, p. 
409. 
20 Francesca Stavrakopoulou, Land of Our Fathers: the Roles of Ancestor Veneration in Biblical Land 
Claims, New York: T & T Clark, 2012, pp. 26, 29, 55, 70, 81, 135. 
21 Note that while I compare the Holocaust to various other violent events in this thesis, I wish to make 
clear that by these comparisons I in no way make light of this horrific, unspeakable, and tragic event. If it 
seems that I am comparing the gravity of the events of the Holocaust to any other historical event, that is 
unintentional. My personal view is that nothing can compare to the gruesome and horrible tragedies of the 
Holocaust. To the extent that I fail to make that clear in any part of this thesis, that error is strictly my own 
and I apologize for it in advance. Much of the same could be said of the lengthy and horrible apartheid 
regime in South Africa. Again, I obviously do not intend simplistic comparisons of those horrible historic 
events. Each was unspeakably awful and I personally believe that I have not studied those events enough to 
make comparisons. They are included in this thesis only in so far as they are necessary for consideration of 




a state religion, is part of the US Constitution.22 But the relationship between the US and 
religion or how to respond to violence committed in the name of religion has never been 
as simple as the simple-sounding phrase “freedom of religion” might suggest.  
                                                        
22 Leonard W. Levy, The Establishment Clause Religion and the First Amendment, Chapel Hill: The 





The Use of Religious Violence in the Anti-Abortion Movement in the US 
 
 The anti-abortion movement is one of the most recent religious-inspired 
movements in the US, and has resulted in several murders, injuries, and many threats 
occurring over the last forty years. The most controversial part of this movement is not 
the “pro-lifers” who peacefully protest and pray the rosary outside abortion clinics. In 
fact, this mainstream branch of the pro-life movement can be juxtaposed comfortably 
against the extremists of the anti-abortion movement.23 Commonly referred to as the 
“Right to Life” movement, it houses not only mainstream “pro-lifers” but also it is home 
to the most violent extremists of Christianity. Many if not most of these extremists 
consider themselves to be soldiers in the Army of God. These actors reach new heights 
and have achieved unparalleled territory as they use their religion as a tool for violence 
and crime.  
 Although there is much to analyze surrounding the violence behind the US anti-
abortion movement, I rely on several particular works for the premise of my argument: 
individuals use their religion as a tool to perpetrate violence.24 These pieces of work are 
paramount to my overarching position that religion can and has been used as a cause, 
motivator, and justifier of violence. Extremists’ “hijacking” of religion within the pro-life 
                                                        
23 Carol Mason, Killing for Life: the Apocalyptic Narrative of pro-Life Politics, Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 2002, p. 1-8. Pro-life politics including the most prevalent practices and strategies, lawful or not, 
among anti-abortion activists and organizations today are not essentially destructive or repressive. 
24 I reference Patricia Baird-Windle’s and Eleanor J. Bader’s Targets of Hatred: Anti-Abortion Terrorism, 
David S. Cohen and Krysten Connon’s Living in the Crosshairs: The Untold Stories of Anti-Abortion 
Terrorism, Marc Levin and Daphne Pinkerso’s documentary, Soldiers in the Army of God, and Carol 
Mason’s Killing For Life: the Apocalyptic Narrative of pro-Life Politics for the purpose of this study on 




movement demonstrates how effectively religion can be manipulated and used as a tool 
to perpetrate violence. Throughout this discussion, I will identify and examine the 
underlying motivations for the violence that has been perpetrated against pro-choice 
supporters and those who perform and support abortions. I also will discuss the US 
response to the irreconcilable crimes and violence committed in the name of God by 
those considered to be part of the Army of God, all done with the singular objective of 
saving lives. 
Since the 1973 landmark decision of the US Supreme Court surrounding the 
legalization of abortion,25 there has been a rise in violence by anti-abortion extremists.26 
Although the year 1973 marked the protection of a pregnant woman’s liberty to choose to 
have an abortion without excessive government restriction, the violence done by anti-
abortionists has cut into this liberty.  In fact, based on the statistics, it would be hard to 
argue that the rise in violence does not correspond directly and primarily with the 1973 
Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision.  
The first documented case of violence dates to 1976, three years after the 
legalization of abortion.  While the first violent act, this case of arson is far from the 
last.27 In fact, there has been a steady rise in murders, shootings, arsons, bombings, 
butyric acid attacks, and anthrax attacks over the recent years.28 This moment of history 
                                                        
25 “Roe v. Wade,” History.com, March 2018.  
26 The NAF has been compiling statistics on incidents of violence against abortion providers since 1977. 
The NAF database not only documents all known cases of violence against abortion staff, clinics, patients, 
and doctors, but detects changes in the patterns and trends in anti-abortion activities.  
27 “History of Violence,” National Abortion Federation, March 2020. 





(Roe v. Wade) can be categorized as the onset of violence against women’s health care 
providers and even more so be considered as the beginning of an eternal campaign by 
anti-abortion extremists resulting in escalating levels of violence for years to come.29  
The campaign by anti-abortion extremists in a large part was led by the Army of 
God.30 Though the Army of God may not be widely known and considered to be small in 
number, they are a well-established Christian organization united in their belief that 
abortion must be stopped at all costs, including the use of violence or force.31 Some 
American men and women who are a part of the Right to Life movement define soldiers 
in the Army of God as people who fulfill God’s calling by carrying out and promoting 
violence against abortion clinics.32 Neal Horsley, a member of the Army of God and “one 
of the more colorful antiabortion proponents,”33 defines the organization as he 
understands it: 
                                                        
29 Note the use of the word ‘eternal.’ I believe the war on abortion is similar to the Crusades and juxtaposed 
to World War I and World War II in that wars of religious nature and matters are infinite and eternal. No 
amount of power, money, or land will resolve or end this war on abortion. Therefore, religion creates holy 
wars that can be viewed as timeless.  
30 “Anti-Abortion Extremists,” National Abortion Federation, March 2020. The Army of God can best be 
categorized as an underground network of domestic terrorists who believe that the use of violence is 
appropriate and acceptable as a means to end abortion.  
31 Jennifer L. Jefferis, Armed for Life: the Army of God and Anti-Abortion Terror in the United States, 
Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, LLC, 2017. 
32 This is important because it is unclear to date whether or not some members of the Right to Life 
movement are considered to also be members of the Army of God and vice versa. The Right to Life 
movement encompasses a few things. For starters, it is found within numerous different organizations, one 
being the National Right to Life Committee and another being the American Right to Life. This federation 
and foundation essentially promote the core beliefs behind the Right to Life Movement, one of which is the 
belief that a being has the right to live, and in particular, should not be killed by another entity including 
government. It is unclear whether or not the Army of God is part of the Right to Life movement. Though 
their beliefs are essentially the same in that every being has the right to live, the soldiers in the Army of 
God take extreme measures in support of the mission, including murder, injury, threat, etc.  
33 Jefferis describes Neal Horsley as “one of the more colorful antiabortion proponents” in Armed for Life: 
the Army of God and Anti-Abortion Terror in the United States. While I do not normally rely on direct 
quotes from a single author in my thesis, I found Jefferis’ writing to be quite unique due to her extensive 
research, knowledge, and first-hand experience with the Army of God. She acknowledges how “many 




“I have been trying to explode the Army of God myth for many years. This article 
 is simply another example proving that I do not pass up an opportunity to tell 
 anyone who will listen that as far as I can tell there is not now, and probably never 
 has been, an organization that could be reasonably be called The Army of God in 
 the USA.34 I should know if there was such an organization. I personally know 
 most of the bombers and the arsonists and the assassins who have risen up to 
 strike the abortion industry over the last two decades and there is not even a hint 
 of organization in the entire surviving crew. There is only an ‘evanescent, 
 amorphous, autonomous and spontaneous” group of individuals, all of whom hate 
 legalized abortion like they hate Satan himself. Who am I talking about? I’m 
 talking about the Reverend Paul Hill, Jim Kopp, Mike Bray, Joshua Graff, John 
 Brockoeft, Clay Waagner, Shelly Shannon, Brenda Phillips, the list goes on and 
 on to include every person who has been arrested for an abortion related crime 
 since 1984. Look at the list and you will see a list of individuals, most of whom 
 acted alone in response to their inability to stand in the face of legalized abortion 
 without autonomously and spontaneously picking up something and trying to hurt 
 it bad. And there is not a scintilla of evidence to the contrary.”35 
 
Neal Horsley’s personal testament of the Army of God reveals a few things. First, 
it reveals the tight-knit community of individuals willing to do anything to stop abortions 
from occurring. Horsley is quick to note that this is not an organization, but rather a 
                                                        
my endless questions.” I believe the access she had to members of the Army of God is incredible because 
there is no better source than the source itself especially when it comes to this controversial extremist 
group. Neal Horsley as well as other members were interviewed and directly quotes in Jefferis work. 
34 It is important to note the sheer adamancy from Horsley in his use of words and phrases. Although this 
may be far stretched, one of the definitions of violence listed in my glossary of this work defines violence 
as: “undue alteration (as of wording or sense in editing a text).” I think his admiration for discussing this 
could loosely fall under this version of the definition of violence. He uses the words. While connecting the 
terms he uses in his explanation of the Army of God to one of the definitions of violence may be too literal 
in thought, I do want to bring it to the attention of my readers. Such words and phrases like, “I have been 
trying to explode the Army of God…simply another example proving that I do not pass up an opportunity 
to tell anyone who will listen.” 
35 This excerpt was taken directly from Jefferis’ Introduction in Armed for Life the Army of God and Anti-
Abortion Terror in the United States. This definition of the so called ‘organization’ Army of God by Neal 
Horsley reveals the ambiguity and obscurity of this group of people. Horsley, who is considered to be a 
prolific member of the anti-abortion movement as well as the Army of God states how the Army of God is 
less of an organization and more so a combined effort from individuals partaking of the same mission: 
stopping abortions from happening in the US by any means. Comparatively speaking, Mason’s Killing for 
Life, speaks to a similar definition Horsley has about the Army of God. He states the Army of God is 
supposed to reveal what they consider to be the horrors, the evil, and the truth of abortion. Horsley relies 
very heavily on the apocalyptic nature of scripture to invoke and motivate others in taking up arms against 




group of individuals acting autonomously. This is in direct contrast with Jefferis’ 
definition of the Army of God, believing the Army of God to be a well-established 
organization.36 Second, he compares Satan to abortions, which accounts for his 
underlying religious “Christian” beliefs.37 Lastly and most notable to the relevancy and 
purpose of this thesis, is  Horsley’s understanding of the Army of God. He answers the 
question I originally sought out to answer: Do individuals use religion as a tool to 
perpetrate violence? Horsley answers this in a word: no.38 
 Horsley created a means to arouse and enable the violence of the anti-abortion 
movement with the creation of the Nuremberg Files.39 The Nuremberg Files was a 
website that contained the names and addresses of abortion providers both at home and at 
work. Horsley’s Nuremberg Files are arguably one of the most lethal weapons in the 
soldiers of the Army of God’s playbook as it is an ideal way to facilitate serious crimes 
and violence. It was created to provide an easy mechanism for those willing to enlist in 
the Army of God to be able to target and take action against medical providers 
                                                        
36 See Jefferis, Armed for Life.  
37 In almost every sense, Satan is considered to be the devil in Christianity and Islam. Horsley associates 
the devil with the act of abortion. 
38 Note in the end I have established that individuals (specifically in the Army of God) do use religion as a 
tool to perpetrate violence, but I must first counter my argument with Horsley’s statement. He speaks to 
how no individual member has hurt something bad. I infer something refers to persons and/or architecture, 
such as clinic staff, doctors, patients, or clinics themselves. He states there is no evidence of members 
hurting something otherwise. Whether he is misspeaking or believes there is no evidence otherwise, I 
disprove this in subsequent pages. There happens to be much evidence out there about individuals’ violence 
towards abortions. As a matter of fact, the so called ‘soldiers’ in the Army of God make up a majority of 
the violence. Lastly, it is important to note Horsley draws on the fact that members have been arrested for 
abortion related crimes, yet these members do not partake in “trying to hurt it bad (classified as violence 
per Marriam Webster dictionary),” and there is not a trace of evidence to prove otherwise. 
39 The naming of the files, ‘Nuremberg’ was no accident. In fact, the association between the doctors 
conducting abortions and Nazi war criminals reveals an embarrassing and heinous comparison. The 
Nuremberg Files were named after the Nazi war criminals prosecuted at Nuremberg. Soldiers in the Army 
of God, such as Horsley identified those conducting abortions as Hitler identified Jews. An seemingly evil 




conducting or facilitating abortions. After years of this website being available to the 
public, a court ruled that it was essentially a “hit list” for murderers and a threat to 
abortion providers, eventually shutting down the website.40  
While Horsley identifies many individuals from the Army of God who have 
perpetrated violence, I will not review every case of violence committed in the name of 
religion as that would be exhaustive and unnecessary to the premise of my thesis. I will 
however, account for the violence committed by the individuals featured in the 2000 
documentary Soldiers in the Army of God, as I consider these four American men to be 
primary sources of information in the violent campaign to stop abortions.41 In addition, 
these four men play an instrumental role in the most radical sector of the anti-abortion 
movement in America. The documentary looks deeper into the US anti-abortion violence, 
while attempting to ascertain the reason behind these actors committing the horrendous -- 
and ironic -- acts of killing to save the lives of the unborn. Furthermore, Soldiers in the 
Army of God is essential to my question of individuals using religion as a tool to 
perpetrate violence. 
 Since the legalization of abortion in 1973, there have been over 2,400 incidents of 
violence against doctors providing abortions and abortion clinics.42 Seven people have 
                                                        
40 Remnants of the Nuremberg Files can be found at http://pld.cs.luc.edu/ethics/nuremberg/aborts2.html.  
41 Note that while having a firsthand account from an individual in the Army of God to evaluate would 
have been very beneficial to my work, I felt uncomfortable contacting members for personal reasons. 
Therefore, much of my work relies on the documentary as well Jefferis’ recounting of individual members’ 
testaments in Armed for Life the Army of God and Anti-Abortion Terror in the United States. 
42 Marc Levin and Daphne Pinkerson, Soldiers in the Army of God, HBO, September 2000. Note this 
number has risen since the production and release of the documentary in 2000. According to the NAF, 
incidents of violence against abortion staff and clinics is steadily rising. In 2018 alone (the most recent 
study published by the NAF) there was an increase in online hate speech (21,252), obstruction (3,038—this 
number shows a 78% increase from 2017 when there were only 1,704 cases of obstruction), vandalism 




been killed and more than 150 abortion clinics have been bombed or set on fire.43 In 
particular, Reverend Paul Hill, who was an American minister, has helped lead the charge 
in killing abortionists and bombing abortion clinics. He states, “I definitely felt that the 
Lord wanted me to shoot the abortionists.”44 An example of Rev. Hill’s action is telling. 
In 1994 in Pensacola, Florida, Rev. Hill killed Dr. John Bayard Britton and his escort 
James H. Barrett while wounding June Barrett in the crossfire.45 The two abortion clinic 
escorts picked up Dr. Britton, who was wearing a bullet proof vest, from the airport that 
morning.46 Hill explains that it did not occur to him to shoot an abortionist until eight 
days prior to him shooting Dr. Britton.47 His motivation behind this atrocity, which 
resulted in him being imprisoned, was solely his religious conviction that life is sacred.  
Hill was not just a murderer, he was successful in inspiring and inciting a number 
of individuals within the Army of God to also kill abortionists and bomb abortion clinics. 
                                                        
assault and battery (15). Based on the NAF’s “2018 Violence and Disruption Statistics” study there have 
been 10,181 incidents of violence. The number at which incidents of violence are increasing per decade 
follows as: 767 cases of violence from 1977-89; 1,945 from 1990-99; 3,478 from 2000-09; and 3,991 from 
2010-18. The years 2019 and 2020 are not included in this. Still, there is no proof that every incident of 
violence is isolated with a religious cause. However, the most recent NAF (2018) study does reference the 
Army of God so there is an inferable religious connotation. 
43 Levin and Pinkerson, Soldiers in the Army of God. The documentary does not reflect the current number 
of deaths and bombings. The NAF shows there have been 11 reported deaths, the most recent taking place 
in 2018. There have been 230 bombings/arsons as of 2018. Also incidents recorded by NAF are those 
classified as such by the appropriate law enforcement agency. Incidents in that were ruled inconclusive or 
accidental are not included. Therefore, the NAF is the most reliable database for reporting and recordings 
of incidents, but is not exact. The 2019 NAF violence and disruption statistics have not been published. 
44 Ibid. Rev. Hill stated this from his jail cell. 
45 See “History of Violence,” National Abortion Federation; Jefferis, Armed for Life, p. 78; Levin and 
Pinkerson, Soldiers in the Army of God; Dallas A. Blanchard and Terry J. Prewitt, Religious Violence and 
Abortion: The Gideon Project, Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1993. 
46 21 years had passed since the legalization of abortion. It was not uncommon for doctors to wear bullet 
proof vests for protection among violent extremists. The gravity and severity of the matter is represented 
here. 




Hill believed that setting an example was one of best teachers; and therefore, could be the 
most effective tools he had available to him.48  
 Bob Lokey was another prominent figure within the Army of God who was 
inspired by the work of Paul Hill. Lokey was not only responsible for the website 
www.armyofgod.com, a graphic and gruesome website which relied on Bible verses to 
justify the killing of abortion doctors and staff.49 Lokey was also responsible for inspiring 
a young Christian, Jonathan O’Toole. O’Toole explains how he thought he wanted to be 
involved in the most radical part of the anti-abortion movement that he could possibly 
find because he felt that the pro-lifers and the Church were failing in power, strength, and 
ability to stop legal abortion in this country.50 He eventually became one of the most 
dominant members of the Army of God with the guidance of Lokey.51  
Originally, O’Toole was extremely frustrated because he had no idea what the 
Lord was leading him to do.52 However, he admired and felt indebted to Lokey since he 
considered him to speak words of truth that come from the Lord.53 These two would often 
discuss how they could not be wasted on one foolish act and how they would lay down 
                                                        
48 Ibid. The term ‘effective’ in this scenario refers to the rate of interest and action of others defending the 
lives of the unborn. 
49 See Levin and Pinkerson, Soldiers in the Army of God; Bob Lokey and Rev. Donald Spitz, “Army of 
God,” Army of God. 
50 Levin and Pinkerson, Soldiers in the Army of God; O’Toole believed the church was not doing its job of 
protecting the unborn; he believed he would have to do the work of God on earth.  
51 Ibid. Note the similarities and differences to Jefferis’ Armed for Life. Both display the Army of God as 
small in member size, but dominant in power. Jefferis in Armed for Life states the autonomous role 
individuals of the Army of God play. However the documentary, Soldiers in the Army of God demonstrates 






their lives for the Lord in the most effective way possible.54 Lokey believed more 
extreme measures needed to be taken, viewing the Army of God to be very weak. In the 
eyes of Lokey, anti-abortion violence did not sufficiently protect and defend the lives of 
the unborn. Based on Lokey’s website, he believed every act of violence he committed 
was inspired and justified by biblical teaching.55  
 John Brockhoeft, who served seven years in prison for fire-bombing two abortion 
clinics, and Joshua Graff, who served two years for setting a clinic on fire, were 
particularly passionate members of the Army of God movement not featured in the 
documentary.56 Brockhoeft stated that “any coward” who supports abortion has the 
“blood of babies” on their hands.57 He quoted the Bible to justify the crime and violence 
he committed against abortion clinics and staff:  
 Hosea 13:16 “Samaria shall become desolate; for she hath rebelled against her 
 God: they shall fall by the sword: their infants shall be dashed in pieces, and 
 their women with child shall be ripped up. . .”58 
 
                                                        
54 Levin and Pinkerson, Soldiers in the Army of God. The term ‘effective’ refers to the amount of unborn 
lives defended through acts of violence and disruption against anyone who endangered the lives of the 
unborn. 
55 See Lokey and Rev. Spitz, “Army of God,” Army of God; Cathy Ramey, In Defense of Others: A Biblical 
Analysis and Apologetic on the Use of Force to Save Human Life, Portland: Advocates For life 
Publications, 1995. Ramey demonstrates a contrarian perspective to the results of my thesis. She draws on 
biblical verses to defend acts of violence committed against those harming the unborn. She argues the three 
abortionists who were murdered (David Gunn, George Tiller, and John Britton) are considered murders in 
the biblical sense because of their actions taken against the unborn. She states, “the actions of the shooters, 
I argue, amounted to nothing more than providing a defense for innocent peoples – the Unborn – who were 
going to be killed by an unjust aggressor.”  While I entertain her argument, other scholarly works, such as 
Mason’s Killing for Life refutes her use of apocalyptic narratives, such as the Bible as a tool to perpetrate 
and thereby justify violence.. 
56 John Brockhoeft, The Brockhoeft Report. 
57 Ibid. 




However, it was not these atrocities that propelled him to fame within the anti-abortion 
movement. Rather, it was his original newsletter written while incarcerated. His letter 
eventually became known as the Brockhoeft report. The verses listed were taken directly 
from the Brockhoeft report along with several horrific images I am choosing not to 
display.59 
 Genesis 9:6 “Whoso sheddeth man’s blood, by man shall his blood be shed: for in.” 
 Numbers 35:33 “So ye shall not pollute the land wherein ye are: for blood defileth 
 the land: and the land cannot be cleansed of the blood that is shed therein, but 
 by the blood of him that shed it.” 
 John 3:16 “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that 
 whosever believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life” 
 Mark 8:36 “For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose 
 his own soul?”60 
 
Brockhoeft states he is “…full of the fury of Yahweh and I am weary of holding it in! I'm 
furious about the mutilation and torture murder of babies.”61 Brockhoeft is an example of 
another individual using religion as a tool to perpetrate violence. 
 In addition to the gruesome imagery accessible from the website and Brockhoeft 
Report, the Army of God has a billboard in Alabama with mutilated babies with 19-inch 
lettering stating “the United States Supreme Court murders babies like this.”62 Here, he 
                                                        
59 Although the use of graphics certainly adds to my argument of individuals like Brockhoeft using religion 
as a tool to perpetrate violence, I am willing choosing not to include anymore gruesome and horrific 
images.  
60 See Brockhoeft, The Brockhoeft Report; Bible. Scripture is being used as a tool and justifier of violence. 
61 Brockhoeft, The Brockhoeft Report. 





purposefully calls out the United States Supreme Court in an effort to, ultimately, convince 
the court to reverse the Roe decision.63 
Soldiers in the Army of God were extremely motivated by their cause to save the 
unborn. This objective was so fundamental that they hurt or threatened to hurt people 
who were a part of their extremist group, those after the same mission as themselves, to 
save the lives of the unborn. Clayton Waagner is an example of this. An infamous far 
right extremist in the late 1990s, considered to be an anti-abortionist extraordinaire “held 
Horsley at gun point demanding he post on his website directives for forty-two 
reproductive health care employees.”64 The actions of Waagner against one of his own 
showcases how dangerous and potentially deadly the acts of retribution against 
abortionists or anyone getting in the way of defending the unborn can be. To further his 
mission, Waagner planned to send nearly 500 anthrax threats to abortion clinics 
throughout the US, although no deaths resulted. He was apprehended before he 
completed his act. 
Waagner, however, has now rejected far right extremism, which makes him a 
unique case study for my thesis. He has changed and has now chosen love over violence. 
His new intentions, stance, and website are located at https://claytonwaagner.com. While 
this does not change nor erase the multiple threats of violence against abortion clinics 
Waagner committed during 1999 and 2001, it does show that these extremists are capable 
                                                        
63 Attorney General William P. Barr’s recent remarks delivered to the Law School and the de Nicola Center 
for Ethics and Culture at the University of Notre Dame provide a basis to believe that Roe may be 
overruled.  
64 Mason, Killing for Life, p. 3. The Nuremberg Files were an important weapon in the fight against 
abortion, so much so they it became a means to murder; it was just as necessary to the soldiers in the Army 




of forsaking violence. Waagner admits that he “committed a string of extreme and illegal 
acts to prevent abortions. When jailed I escaped and returned to the front line of the fight 
against abortions, only with greater fervor. I have been appropriately labeled a criminal 
and an extremist.”65 He not only used his only religion to justify the acts of violence he 
committed for years, but admits to be a criminal and extremist.   
 The anti-abortion movement and specifically the soldiers in the Army of God, 
who are a small fraction of the movement, are not just responsible for violence 
committed in the name of religion, but for inciting others to join their movement in taking 
up arms against abortionists and their clinics to protect the unborn.  
 In addition to scripture being used as a tool to commit violence, early pro-life 
writings dating as far back as the 1960s narrate the fight for life as America’s 
Armageddon.66 The purpose of these pro-life writings was to defend the unborn by 
violent insurrections and by legal means. Early pro-life writings not only encouraged 
individuals to think and talk in apocalyptic terms, but provided a different way to incite 
violence against abortionists. “Abortion is an apocalypse, a revelation of just how 
immoral America has become. It represents, even more than slavery in the United States 
or genocide in Nazi Germany, the ultimate of human atrocities and signals the end of 
humane society.”67   
                                                        
65 Clayton Waagner, “Clayton Waagner,” 2020 
66 Mason, Killing for Life, p. 2. The pro-life writings from the 1960s include Catholics’ and Protestants’ 
anti-abortion letters, manuals, and mission statements. 
67 Ibid. Although I disagree with Mason’s description of abortion being more immoral and atrocious than 
slavery in the US and genocide in Nazi Germany, it is relevant to include this quote as anti-abortion 




 Mason’s Killing for Life sheds lights on a mutually exclusive argument over the 
soldiers in the Army of God. She argues that Horsley and Hill are not pro-life figures at 
all, nor are any others who kill in order to save. She points out that the murders 
committed by them and their followers have no philosophical or organizational ties to the 
a true pro-life movement.68 Hill, Mason points out, is far from what it means to be pro-
life since he has chosen to kill.  
 However, pro-life politics mean something else to Horsley and the soldiers in the 
Army of God. Horsley sees a new civil war in America’s future. This civil war is the war 
on abortion in which some people are depicted as warriors against abortion, whereas 
others are depicted as enemies of life. Horsley’s vividly imaginative and apocalyptic 
narrative of a future civil war over abortion that suggests killing for life is acceptable and 
thus produces the soldiers in the Army of God.69  
 Since religion will not fade away anytime soon, as it is an instrumental part of 
societies and culture, and since we know religious wars are inevitably eternal wars, the 
battle against abortion by these soldiers is likely never-ending. History would show these 
soldiers commit great acts of violence in the name of their religion relying on apocalyptic 
scripture as a guide. Therefore, the combination of eternal religion, everlasting religious 
wars, and the trends of religious violence committed by the soldiers in the Army of God 
                                                        
68 Ibid, p. 3. The argument is that those who identify as soldiers in the Army of God are not at all part of the 
pro-life movement; rather, they are part of a fringe, extremist movement. Hence I only refer to this 
movement as the anti-abortion movement, not the pro-life movement. It is important to denote the 
difference in terminology here. 




will result in catastrophic losses: abortion providers murdered and abortion clinics 
decimated.  
 The patterns and trends of culture provide a context for pro-life violence. Pro-life 
apocalypticism thrived with the onset of a paramilitary culture which flourished after the 
US war in Vietnam, ending in 1975.70 The post-war period shaped a new era of anti-
abortion movements. Pro-life organizations moved away from right-to-life rhetoric and 
adopted more apocalyptic language. This was of course carried out by the New Right 
leaders of the pro-life movement. The apocalyptic narrative embraced and created by far 
right groups created a daunting message: “if abortion is not stopped in America, God in 
his wrath will cease to protect us.”71 Even though there is a different reason to commit 
violence on behalf of the anti-abortion movement, religion is still in fact being used as a 
tool for violence. The apocalyptic narrative was a means and end for soldiers in the Army 
of God. The escalation of the narrative created more fervor for violence against 
abortionists and abortion clinics.  
 The apocalyptic narrative inspired even a Jane Doe, a plaintiff in Roe v. Wade. 
Once an abortion clinic worker (and lesbian), she became a born-again Christian. This is 
a testament to the appeal and power behind these apocalyptic narratives. In sum, pro-life 
ideology enables retributive violence in both practice and principle. Actors who partake 
in this extremist pro-life ideology believe they are doing God’s work on earth and 
                                                        
70 Ibid, p. 4. 
71 Ibid. Note that this message relates to how Lokey felt if he did not commit to God’s every move and how 
Horsley felt when Waagnum held him at gunpoint. The apocalyptic narrative reveals another incentive to 




fulfilling their duties by restoring the order of God on this earth. Therefore, “the 
phenomenon of killing for ‘life’ is revealed not as an oxymoron but as an act of logical 
consistency and a political manifestation of religious retribution.”72 
 Mason asks an incredibly interesting and significant questions that further helps 
me in my study and comparison of three different nations: “Does this trend toward 
retribution mean that pro-life vigilantism is bound to increase because it is logical 
according to a militant Christian subculture that sees the United States as fostering a 
conspiracy against life? Or does the retributive violence testify to the fizzling out of the 
pro-life movement, given that killing for life is so oxymoronic that it lays bare the 
hypocrisy of those few who would take up arms to defend the unborn?”73 This question is 
quite relevant as it provides a basis to consider the US Constitution, how the US was 
founded on the basis of freedom of religion, and the potential overruling of Row v. Wade, 
as well as the recent use of religion and Christian fundamentalism from prominent 







                                                        





Impact of the Political Strengthening of the Christian Far Right Anti-
Abortion Movement 
As described above, the far right anti-abortion movement has engaged in violence 
– murder to save a life – and proven to be a great threat to thousands of doctors, staff, and 
clinics performing abortions in the US. Abortion threats are more prevalent in the US 
today than ever before. In fact, the threats of violence against US abortion clinics almost 
doubled in 2017.74 The number of death threats also rose in just one year from 33 in 2016 
to 62 in 2017.75 This is no surprise since hate speech peaked during the 2016 presidential 
election. 
The President and CEO of NAF, Vicki Saporta, describes how “hostile rhetoric 
from anti-abortion elected officials can incite some to take the law into their own hands 
by threatening abortion providers and committing acts of violence.”76 Saporta brings up a 
controversial point that must be addressed. Christian Right supported government 
officials, such as Attorney General William Barr, broadcast their religious views, even 
though our country was founded on freedom of religion.77 The establishment clause has 
not proven to be so effective in preventing dominant leaders in the US government from 
proclaiming their Christian religious views.78 This is alarming since there are actors who 
                                                        
74 Emily Shugerman, “Threats of Violence Against US Abortion Clinics almost Doubled in 2017,” The 
Independent, May 2018. The NAF reports of trespassing at their member clinics tripled in 2017, while 
death threats or threats of harm nearly doubled. 
75 Ibid. Moreover, the rise in violence and threats against US abortionists and abortion clinics may very 
well be attributed to our current elected officials and their rhetoric.  
76 Ibid. 
77 See Attorney General William P. Barr Remarks to the Law School and the de Nicola Center for Ethics 
and Culture at the University of Notre Dame. 




are inspired by this rhetoric to take up arms and threaten abortion providers as well as 
their clinics. Why are our leaders doing this when they very well know there is an 
extremist movement responsible for campaigning and perpetrating violence on 
individuals and clinics? 
 I argue that rhetoric can incite violence against abortion providers and clinics. 
Moreover, US leaders’ invocation of this rhetoric is inconsistent with the constitutional 
protections, and clearly detrimental as evidenced by the rise of the anti-abortion 
movement. I do not think it a coincidence that we see a rise in violence as our modern 
political leaders frequently invoke Christian right-wing rhetoric. Republican General Jeff 
Sessions, President Donald Trump, and Attorney General William Barr use such rhetoric; 
it is considered to be encouraging “messaging” for individuals taking up arms. Sessions, 
an avowed anti-abortionist, was confirmed as Attorney General in 2016 under newly 
elected Trump. Consequently, 34.2 percent of US abortion providers reported severe 
violence or threats of violence that same year.79 The percentage increased by 19.7 percent 
in just two years from 2014-2016. This is likely at least in part due to the rhetoric that 
Trump and his allies used during his campaign. Other political factors likely impact this 
rise in violence as well. For instance, for the first time in history, a sitting vice president, 
Mike Pence, addressed the March for Life. Vice President Pence, speaking outwardly 
about his religious convictions and virulent opposition to abortion, which is a legally-
protected right, at minimum emboldens anti-abortion activists and perhaps incites those 
extremists towards violence.  
                                                        




Worse though is when the head of the Department of Justice, the Attorney 
General and chief law enforcement officer in the land, enables and stokes the anti-
abortion movement.80 The Department of Justice’s Clinic Violence Task Force “oversees 
investigations and prosecutions in major cases of anti-abortion terrorism, but it also acts 
as an enforcer within the ranks, briefing and training police departments when local 
abortion providers are having a difficult time engaging them to investigate threats.”81 At 
the outset of the Trump presidency, concern grew that with Jeff Sessions — notably anti-
abortion in his personal views and well-known in the Senate for his support of the anti-
abortion movement — at the helm of the Justice Department, investigating and 
prosecuting threats against abortion providers would not be a priority, and the Task Force 
would not be properly empowered and funded. Sessions, who said Roe v. Wade is “one of 
the worse, colossally erroneous Supreme Court decisions of all time,” has a record in the 
Senate that spoke for itself and painted a picture of someone who was not ruffled by 
violence against abortion providers.82 
Lastly, there is a direct and lasting impact of rhetoric used by our Nation’s leaders 
on the mass public and especially like-minded individuals. An example of this is when 
Operation Rescue had publicly endorsed Sessions.83 Operation Rescue’s President Troy 
                                                        
80 I will discuss this further with regard to current Attorney General William Barr.   
81 Mary Emily O’Hara, “Abortion Clinics Report Threats of Violence on the Rise,” NBC News, February 
2017. 
82 Ibid. Sessions’ actions in the Senate were telling in the overall lack of care he had for the violence 
committed against abortion providers and clinics. He repeatedly voted to allow violent and convicted anti-
abortion offenders to escape their court levied fines in bankruptcy, perfectly demonstrating his overall lack 
of care and more or less support for these individuals. He also voted against creating a fund to increase 
security at clinics that were routinely under attack. 
83 Operation Rescue was founded by Randall Terry in 1986 and is one of the leading pro-life Christian 




Newman, stated, “Under the Obama Administration, the Department of Justice turned a 
blind eye to abortion-related crimes, allowing abortion criminals to run amok over the 
lives of women and their babies. We look forward to a new era of justice where the laws 
of the land are enforced against those within the Abortion Cartel that have behaved as if 
they are above them.”84 Newman welcomed Sessions taking control. And in fact, the 
concerns raised by pro-choice advocates proved to be true. US law enforcement has 
proven to be weak in combatting anti-abortion violence.85 
The use of imagery and rhetoric continues to be present, emboldening and even 
insulating extremists like the soldiers of the Army of God in their ‘holy war” against 
abortion. Tragically, our current Attorney General William Barr may prove to be an even 









                                                        
America. In their early years their slogan was “if you believe abortion is murder, act like it’s murder.” 
Operation Rescue has since evolved and it is referred to as Operation Rescue National in present day. 
84 O’Hara, “Abortion Clinics Report Threats of Violence on the Rise.” 





Al-Qaeda’s September 11th, 2001 Attack on the US 
 No modern examination of whether religion begets violence is complete without a 
consideration of Al-Qaeda’s attacks of September 11, 2001 on the US. The September 
11th attacks provide another example of how religious extremists can hijack religious 




















Al-Qaeda Motivations for September 11th Terrorist 
On Tuesday, September 11th, 2001 between 8:46 and 10:28am an unprecedented 
terrorist attack was carried out on American soil. Nineteen militants Al Qaeda members 
hijacked four US airplanes leaving Kennedy Airport in New York, and took control of 
these planes to carry out their suicide mission, which was to fly these planes into the twin 
towers in New York City’s World Trade Center, the Pentagon in Washington, DC, and 
either the US Capitol or the White House.86 Although the heroic passengers aboard Flight 
93 heading toward the US Capitol or the White House were able to divert the latter 
mission, resulting in the plane crashing into a field near Shanksville, Pennsylvania and 
saving many lives, this attack nonetheless resulted in the direct loss of 2,966 people and 
scores more of injuries.87 The purpose of Al-Qaeda’s mission was to cause as much 
damage and destruction on American soil as possible, but as or more important, to cause 
a lasting psychological impact on the United States.88 Both of these missions were 
accomplished. 
As with virtually all terrorist activity, the root causes of September 11th are complex 
and long-rooted. A full analysis of the causal basis for this attack is beyond the scope of 
this paper. However, it is important to examine whether a religious motivation was 
behind Al-Qaeda’s September 11th attacks.   
                                                        
86 See Paul P. Craig and Gráinne De Búrca, Making Sense of Suicide Missions, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2005, p. 131. 
87 Ibid, pp. 131-172. 
88 Sandro Galea, Jennifer Ahern, Heidi Resnick, Dean Kilpatrick, “Psychological Sequelae of the 




Numerous original sources (from both before and after the September 11th attacks) 
exist from Al-Qaeda’s leadership, and in particular Osama Bin-Ladin, Al-Qaeda’s 
mastermind behind September 11th, that shed light on the motivation behind the attacks 
on the United States, and the rhetoric used to justify the attack.89 Years prior to 2001, and 
before Osama Bin Laden became a household name, he issued a number of informative 
writings that give insight into his – and Al-Qaeda’s motivations.90 In 1996, Bin Laden 
issued the “Declaration of War against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Two 
Holy Places,”91 While originally published in Arabic, its English translation calls for a 
“global jihad” or holy war against the United States.92 It makes clear from the outset that 
Allah is the driving force behind the call for a holy war against the United States:93 
Praise be to Allah, reporting the saying of the prophet Shu'aib: {I desire nothing 
but reform so far as I am able, and with non but Allah is the direction of my affair 
to the right and successful path; on him do I rely and to him do I turn} (Hud; 
11:88). Praise be to Allah, saying: {You are the best of the nations raised up for -
the benefit of- men; you enjoin what is right and forbid the wrong and believe in 
Allah} (Aal-Imraan; 3:110). Allah's blessing and salutations on His slave and 
messenger who said: (The people are close to an all-encompassing punishment 
from Allah if they see the oppressor and fail to restrain him.) It should not be 
hidden from you that the people of Islam had suffered from aggression, iniquity 
and injustice imposed on them by the Zionist Crusaders alliance and their 
collaborators94 
 
                                                        
89 Ibid. 
90 See Derek Jinks, “September 11 and the Laws of War,” SSRN Electronic Journal, 2003. 
91 See Quintan Wiktorowicz and John Kaltner, “Killing in the Name of Islam: Al-Qaeda’s Justification for 
September 11, Middle East Policy, vol. 10, no. 2, 2003, pp. 76-92; “Osama Bin Laden’s Declaration of War 
against the Americans Occupying the Two Holy Places: Bin Laden’s Fatwa of August 1996,” History Guy. 
92 See Osama Bin Laden and Bruce Lawrence, Messages to the World: The Statements of Osama Bin 
Laden, New York: Verso, 2005, pp. 23-64. 
93 Ibid. 




In numerous passages throughout the writing, Bin Laden makes clear that 
violence is justified in Allah’s name to address the evil perpetrated by the United States.95  
He states:   
[The faithful Muslims] even believe that this situation is a curse put on them by 
Allah for not objecting to the oppressive and illegitimate behaviour and measures 
of the ruling regime: Ignoring the divine Shari'ah law; depriving people of their 
legitimate rights; allowing the American to occupy the land of the two Holy 
Places; imprisonment, unjustly, of the sincere scholars.96 
 
And he justifies violence by stating that the use of peaceful means to defend themselves 
against the injustices and atrocities of the United States were insufficient: 
… the advocates of correction and reform movement were very keen on using 
peaceful means in order to protect the unity of the country and to prevent blood 
shed. Why is it then the regime closed all peaceful routes and pushed the people 
toward armed actions?!! which is the only choice left for them to implement 
righteousness and justice.97 
 
Most relevant, he makes clear that the American “enemy” must be fought in the name of 
Islam:98  
 
If there are more than one duty to be carried out, then the most important one 
should receive priority. Clearly after Belief (Imaan) there is no more important 
duty than pushing the American enemy out of the holy land. No other priority, 
except Belief, could be considered before it; the people of knowledge, Ibn 
Taymiyyah, stated: "to fight in defence of religion and Belief is a collective duty; 
there is no other duty after Belief than fighting the enemy who is corrupting the 
life and the religion.99 
 
Bin Laden issued a second fatwa in February, 1998, this one entitled, “Jihad Against 
Jews and Crusaders.” This document is concerned the founding document for the Al-
Qaeda movement. In addition to Osama Bin Laden, it had a number of other signatories, 
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most of whom represented various Islamic sects.100 Even more clearly than the 1996 
fatwa, the main thrust of this fatwa was to authorize and incite violence in the name of 
Islam.101 Based on the concern over American support for Israel (a theme running 
throughout the 1996 writing) as well as the American military presence in the Arabian 
peninsula, and the blockade of Iraq, the fatwa “purports to provide religious authorization 
for indiscriminate killing of Americans and Jews everywhere.”102 Most notably, the fatwa 
argues that because “the actions of Americans … conflict with ‘God’s order’ the authors 
(self-named the World Islamic Front, which is deemed synonymous with Al-Qaeda 
according to terrorism experts) issue essentially a decree stating that, “to kill the 
Americans and their allies—civilians and military—is an individual duty for every 
Muslim who can do it in any country in which it is possible to do it.”103 Finally, it calls 
upon all Muslims “in accordance with the words of Almighty God” to: 
fight the pagans all together as they fight you all together, … fight them until 
there is no more tumult or oppression, and there prevail justice and faith in God… 
We -- with God's help -- call on every Muslim who believes in God and wishes to 
be rewarded to comply with God's order to kill the Americans and plunder their 
money wherever and whenever they find it. We also call on Muslim ulema, 
leaders, youths, and soldiers to launch the raid on Satan's U.S. troops and the 
devil's supporters allying with them, and to displace those who are behind them so 
that they may learn a lesson. . .104 
 
In the years following the September 11th attacks, while Bin Laden was still at 
large, he issued various statements providing further insight into the motivations behind 
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the September 11th attacks. These statements continue the theme that Al-Qaeda’s actions 
against the United States should be seen as a righteous movement against evil oppressors.  
He also, though, justifies the continuing jihad, as he had in 1998, based on the United 
States’ support for Israel. Bin Laden’s “Letter to the United States,” he states:   
The expansion of Israel is one of the greatest crimes, and you are the leaders of it 
of its criminals. And of course, there is no need to explain and prove the degree of 
American support for Israel. The creation of Israel is a crime which must be 
erased. Each and every person whose hands have become polluted in the 
contribution towards this crime must pay its price, and pay for it heavily.105 
And in later years Bin Laden again repeated the connection between the September 11 
attacks and the support of Israel by the United States but also focuses on the immorality 
of the United States as a rationale for the continuing jihad.106 
The second thing we call you to, is to stop your oppression, lies, immorality and 
debauchery that has spread among you. We call you to be a people of manners, 
principles, honour, and purity; to reject the immoral acts of fornication, 
homosexuality, intoxicants, gambling's, and trading with interest.107 
Thus, a wealth of information exists to demonstrate that the rhetoric invoked by 
Al-Qaeda leadership, most prominently Bin Laden, was steeped in religious concepts and 
jargon. Bin Laden calls on Muslims everywhere to essentially heed Islam in destroying 
America. This does not sound like a political calling, or even one based on fairness or 
equality. Rather, Bin Laden is attempting to twist Islam to argue that it itself demands 
that violence be used to destroy America. The words could not be clearer: Islam tells us 
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that America is evil; America is Satan; Muslims are not only right and just in their 
mission to destroy this evil, but they are commanded by their God to step up and fight.  
Violence is justified in the name of Allah. Or so the rhetoric goes. 
It is widely recognized that Al-Qaeda was a fringe network on the very extreme edge 
of the mainstream Muslim world and not representative of Muslim people.108 Islam does 
not teach violence.109 But by hijacking the Muslim religion to reach this end110 Bin Laden 
was able to effectively use the religion to inspire these extremists, likely more effectively 
than using other means.111 There is no more powerful or persuasive tool to achieve an end 
than a person’s most fundamental and sacred beliefs – their religion. The authority of 
Islam, as interpreted by Bin Laden, gave Al-Qaeda extremists the moral standing to 
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United States Reaction to Al-Qaeda’s September 11th Attacks 
The September 11th 2001 attacks on the United States have been described as the 
defining moment in the 21st Century. It should not be surprising then that our government 
reacted strongly and swiftly to these attacks. What may be surprising – and perhaps ironic 
– at least without an understanding of the influence of Christian values imbued in this 
secular nation, is how, at least through one lens, America’s initial response sounds similar 
to the very action to which it was responding – a religious-driven movement premised on 
moral righteousness. In fact, similarities can be heard in the rhetoric describing the 
motivation of Al-Qaeda’s September 11th attacks and the initial response of America to 
these attacks: both Al-Qaeda in acting and America in responding rely on the 
righteousness and religious morality of their position to justify their attacks on one 
another.     
To better understand the landscape for the America’s rhetoric in responding to the 
September 11th attacks, it is helpful to understand the role Christianity has always played 
in America. While the first country to “found itself without an official cult, without an 
official protector God,”113 notwithstanding, America was founded on a bedrock of 
Christian beliefs and values. Tocqueville in fact declared at our country’s inception that 
“there is no country in the world where the Christian religion retains a greater influence 
over the souls of men.”114   
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The “US exceptionalism” filter through which we analyze America suggests that 
America was created as an exceptional player on the world stage, one that has a unique 
status and special destiny among nations, based on a moral and religious mission in the 
world. Ronald Reagan was America’s President and political leader during most of the 
1980s. Reagan would often describe America’s mission and in so doing makes clear 
God’s hand in our country’s role: “The guiding hand of providence did not create this 
new nation of America for ourselves alone, but for a higher cause: the preservation and 
extension of the sacred fire of human liberty. This is America’s solemn duty.”115  
George W. Bush was America’s President and political leader through most of the 
2000s. Bush declared Jesus Christ as his favorite political philosopher.116 Thus, from its 
founding through 2001 when Al-Qaeda’s planes crashed into the World Trade Center and 
the Pentagon, Christian views, values and beliefs were imbued in America’s view of its 
role in the world.  This is part of the backdrop and landscape of September 11th.  
On the evening of September 11th, President Bush addressed the Nation from the 
Oval Office. He began by stating that, “Thousands of lives were suddenly ended by evil, 
despicable acts of terror,”117 and that “today, our nation saw evil, the very worst of 
human nature. And we responded with the best of America — with the daring of our 
rescue workers, with the caring for strangers and neighbors who came to give blood and 
help in any way they could.” He ended his address quoting the Bible, as follows: 
And I pray they will be comforted by a power greater than any of us, spoken 
through the ages in Psalm 23: “Even though I walk through the valley of the 
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shadow of death, I fear no evil, for You are with me.” This is a day when all 
Americans from every walk of life unite in our resolve for justice and peace. 
America has stood down enemies before, and we will do so this time. None of us 
will ever forget this day. Yet, we go forward to defend freedom and all that is 
good and just in our world.118 
 
Three days later, President Bush took to the pulpit at the National Cathedral, on a day he 
declared a “National Day of Prayer and Remembrance for the Victims of the Terrorist 
Attacks on September 11, 2001” and again addressed the Nation, stating that the US 
must, “answer these attacks and rid the world of evil . . .”  He spoke in prayerful terms 
and his speech was filled with religious invocations, such as:   
This world He created is of moral design. Grief and tragedy and hatred are only 
for a time. Goodness, remembrance, and love have no end. And the Lord of life 
holds all who die, and all who mourn.119 
 
The following year, in his State of the Union address President Bush continued to 
invoke religious and moral rhetoric: “I know we can overcome evil with a greater 
good.”120 Finally, perhaps most pointedly, President Bush makes clear the “good vs. evil” 
nature of the US response to the September 11th attacks in a commencement speech to 
graduating West Point cadets later that year:  
Some worry that it is somehow undiplomatic or impolite to speak the language of 
right and wrong. I disagree. Different circumstances require different methods, 
but not different moralities. Moral truth is the same in every culture, in every 
time, and in every place. Targeting innocent civilians for murder is always and 
everywhere wrong. Brutality against women is always and everywhere wrong. 
There can be no neutrality between justice and cruelty, between the innocent and 
the guilty. We are in a conflict between good and evil, and America will call evil 
by its name. By confronting evil and lawless regimes, we do not create a problem, 
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we reveal a problem. And we will lead the world in opposing it. “We are in a 
conflict between good and evil, and America will call evil by its name . . .”121 
 
In addition to President Bush’s focus on religion and America’s moral 
righteousness, two additional images come to mind that are informative, both of which 
provided something outside the context of religion – something uniquely “American” for 
America to cling to following those tragic days. The first is the now historic, memorable 
moment at a rock pile near the World Trade Center’s collapsed towers when the President 
draped his arm over the shoulders of a man who appeared to be a common New York 
working man. Whether intentionally creating this imagery or not, President Bush 
provided America with an image – not of good v. evil; not steeped in religion, but a 
simple secular uniquely American image of the president arm over arm of a blue-collar 
worker.   
Then on October 30, 2001, less than two months after September 11th, President 
Bush, as he took to the pulpit at the National Cathedral days after September 11th, took to 
the mound at Yankee Stadium, embracing another uniquely American tradition, throwing 
out the first pitch at a Yankees ball game.  
These two images were as much a part of what Americans saw and received from 
their political leader as were President Bush’s invocation of religion. Strong messages 
with religious overtones routinely come from our political leaders in times and moments 
of crisis. This is not surprising and does not necessarily indicated that religion has been 
hijacked as a tool for some purpose other than the one which is true to its form – to 






provide solace in a time of crisis and grief. Interestingly, with regard to September 11th, 
President Bush relied on a mix of religious and secular images and statements to heal the 
American people.  
 While similarities can be found between President Bush’s invocation of religious 
and morality-based rhetoric and Osama Bin Laden’s, the differences outweigh the 
similarities. Yes, there were certain obvious similarities. The words sound in good vs. 
evil. America is not only right and just in its mission to destroy this evil, but God is on 
our side to step up and fight. Violence is justified in the name of God. But, unlike Bin 
Laden, Bush clearly seems to lead on two fronts, both religious and secular. And, unlike 
the Crusades, this fight between good and evil is not symmetrical: Al-Qaeda is fighting a 
holy war, but the United States is not, or at least President Bush does not seem to rely 
heavily on his Christian faith as much as his faith in attempting to lead America through 














The Role of Modern Republican Attorneys General and the Christian Right 
 The Attorney General of the United Sates is commonly referred to as the “chief 
law enforcement officer of the land.” Along with the President (and in some ways the 
Chief Justice of the United States), the Attorney General should be our nation’s 
staunchest defender of the constitution and all federal laws, including laws preventing 
violence. The Chief Justice, and the Supreme Court are the primary interpreters of the 
Constitution, and the Attorney General is supposed to be the primary defender of those 
laws, but he is not supposed to be an interpreter of the Constitution. 
 Over the past forty years, since 1980, there have been eleven attorneys general, 
serving under six Presidents (Reagan, Bush (Father, George H.W.,) Clinton, Bush (Son, 
George W.,) Obama, and the current President, Donald Trump. (One of those eleven 
attorneys general has served two terms.) Also, on the Republican side, for Reagan, Bush 
I, Bush II, and Trump, there have been eight attorneys general. In order, they are William 
French Smith and Ed Meese (both Reagan); Richard Thornburgh and William Barr (Bush 
I); John Ashcroft, Alberto Gonzalez and Michael Mukasey (Bush II); and Jeff Sessions, 
and for a second term, William Barr (Trump). William Barr is the only one of the men 
who served twice as Attorney General under two different Republican presidents in the 
last forty years.  
 The concluding section of my thesis focuses on William Barr, and specifically 
focuses on a speech he made at the University of Notre Dame in 2019. To put his speech 




Ashcroft, and Gonzalez. Regarding Gonzalez and Barr, I consider the role Edwin Meese 
was reported to have played in their nominations and confirmation. 
 On October 11, 2019, the current Attorney General gave a speech at Notre Dame 
University in which he acted, in some ways, as an interpreter of the Constitution. The 
speech is important to the conclusions of my thesis work for three main reasons: (1) the 
insight it provides regarding our government’s ability to defend against violence 
perpetrated in the name of religion; (2) the message it sends to US citizens; and (3) its 
relationship to the two case studies I discuss in this paper.  
First, Attorney General Barr’s address informs us on how  to understand where 
we are today within America with respect to  defending against violence in the name of 
religion, for domestic acts by U.S. citizens. As the chief law enforcement officer in the 
land, the Attorney General is supposed to present the first and last line of defense against 
violence that occurs across state borders. As I noted earlier, the anti-abortion movement 
promotes violence generally. Acts of violence are usually investigated and prosecuted by 
state and local entities like district attorneys. However, when members of group, like a 
gang or an organized crime mafia, for instance,  commit a crime, there are important 
reasons why those crimes are prosecuted at the federal level, including the fact that  the 
organization  behind the crime is part of a network that exists across states. As I have 
shown above, groups like Soldiers in the Army of God actually exist in more than one 
state and use the internet (the Nuremburg files) to organize and perpetrate the crimes they 




 The second reason the William Barr Notre Dame speech is important is in the 
message it sends.   Barr ends the Notre Dame speech with a commitment:  “I can assure 
you that, as long as I am Attorney General, the Department of Justice will be at the 
forefront of this effort, ready to fight for the most cherished of our liberties: the freedom 
to live according to our faith.” That final statement is telling.  He is making clear that he 
supports a return to “Judeo-Christian morals.”  The message being sent in the speech is 
subtle and nuanced, and likely subject to different interpretations depending on the 
audience (which may be intentional) but it seems undeniable that it is providing fodder 
for those who wish to justify their actions in the name of Christianity. Whether AG Barr’s 
speech is intentionally being sent to different audiences is something I explore 
immediately below by comparing his “messaging” to that of previous Attorney Generals 
who have served as part of Republican administrations in the last half-century.  
 The third reason AG Barr’s speech is important to my thesis work is because a 
speech by any Attorney General that discusses  Judeo-Christian values potentially relates 
directly to the two  incidents of religious-inspired violence that I explore  in this paper: 
the radical anti-abortion movement and Al-Qaeda’s September 11th attacks. A speech 
highlighting the defense of Judeo-Christian values is relevant to the September 11th 
attacks because it was an attack by members of the Muslim faith against America. Yet the 
Attorney General is supposed to enforce laws protecting all Americans, not just non-
Muslim Americans. Additionally, the anti-abortion movement defends itself by saying it 
is driven by Christian values. But, Christian values really have nothing to do with 




which they are wrapped, must be prosecuted, and district attorneys, state attorneys 
general, and the United States Attorney General, the chief law enforcement officer of the 























 “Messages” From Republican Attorneys General During the Last Forty Years 
  Since the appointment of Edwin Meese, the second Attorney General to serve 
under Ronald Reagan, Republican attorneys general of the United States have involved 
themselves in political activities, including political messaging to their Administration 
and Party supporters. I consider messaging of only a limited number of these leaders, 
namely Meese, who served from 1985-1988 (Reagan); John Ashcroft who served under 
George W. Bush from 2001-05; and William Barr, now serving under President Trump. 
Barr was confirmed in February 2019, approximately one year ago.  
 Attorney General Barr’s first term was under George H. W. Bush from 1991-1993 
is not the subject of this paper, other than to note a hypothesis at the end of this section as 
to why Attorney General Barr seems to have wanted to serve a second term.122   
 Ed Meese began serving as Attorney General in 1985 but by 1986, he became 
deeply involved in the Iran-Contra scandal. That scandal, which is not relevant to my 
thesis work, involved the illegal sale of arms to Iran, and the diversion (also illegal) of the 
funds from those sales to the Contras who were at war with the Sandinista in Nicarágua. 
According to the Final Report of the Independent Counsel for Iran/Contra Matters, after 
the arms sale was revealed, Meese became “the point man for the Reagan 
Administration’s effort, in Meese’s words, to ‘limit the damage’” (Independent Counsel 
Report, Chapter 31.) Accordingly, because Meese was preoccupied during his tenure with 
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the Iran Contra scandal, he likely had little time to focus on messaging conservative 
values. He has, however, busied himself on that front ever since.  
 In 2001, George W. Bush appointed John Ashcroft to serve as his first Attorney 
General. At Ashcroft’s confirmation hearings, his views on abortion became a significant 
and controversial issue. Ashcroft testified that he did not agree with the Supreme Court’s 
Roe vs. Wade abortion ruling, but nevertheless believed he would act appropriately with 
respect to abortion issues if confirmed. Because he had been a conservative Republican 
senator, and because he would be serving under George Bush, a conservative Republican 
President, Ashcroft’s confirmation stance was not trusted by those opposing his 
nomination. At his confirmation hearing, Ashcroft said he believed Roe v. Wade was 
“wrongly decided.”  His opponents were skeptical of his intentions on abortion issues. 
 But Attorney General Ashcroft would prove those skeptics wrong, and upset those 
conservative Christians who promoted his appointment. In 2003, Ashcroft made news 
relating to abortion decisions. A New York Times article by Eric Lichtblau, on August 
30, 2003, covered the Department of Justice announcement that it would defend a federal 
law that bans protestors from blocking access to abortion clinics. This was precisely the 
issue that Ashcroft’s opponents had not trusted him about at the time of his confirmation 
hearing. 
 The New York Times article said that the Ashcroft/Department of Justice position 
“threatens to alienate social conservatives, who have provided strong political support for 
Mr. Ashcroft and President Bush.”  Even though President Bush would need support 




General Ashcroft did what he promised in the confirmation hearings, and what an 
Attorney General is supposed to do: even though he believed that  Roe v. Wade had been 
wrongly decided, he enforced the law.  As he stated in the confirmation hearings, “I well 
understand that the role of Attorney General is to enforce the laws as it is, not as I would 
have it.” 
 I believe this is the proper stance and after conducting my research on the anti-
abortion movement can now appreciate what Ashcroft was doing and saying. What he 
was doing and saying relates directly to my thesis work about religion and violence. He 
was saying the law is the law, and one’s personal or political views, informed by their 
religion, of what the laws should be is irrelevant to doing the job of Attorney General is 
required to do: enforce the law as it is written. Ashcroft did that at the risk of losing the 
support of Republican voters. 
 There had been no question, subtlety or nuance in the message Ashcroft had sent 
to the world. And if that message had been received by people like Paul Hill, or Bob 
Lokey, they should have understood it clearly. The only reason they would not have been 
able to understand it, as mentioned in the preceding section, would have been because 
mental illness.  If Hill or Lokey, for example, chose to take action based on Ashcroft’s 
statements, it would be impossible for me to draw a connection between that statement 
and the illegal and violent actions they have taken. Attorney General Ashcroft did the 
right thing in taking a stand against violence in the context of abortion clinic protestors, 
notwithstanding the fact that in so doing he was alienating President Bush’s political base 




 Also relevant to my analysis are messages conveyed sent by Ed Meese, Michael 
Mukasey, and William Barr in [year]. In a Washington Post op-ed article about former 
Attorney General Jeff Sessions, Meese, Mukasey, and Barr praise Sessions for his service 
and list the important things that believe Sessions did well. Regarding religion, the article 
praises Session for “a memorandum to all executive departments containing guidance for 
protecting religious expression, and oversaw the department’s participation in cases 
protecting the right of religious institution to advertise on public transportation facilities, 
the rights of vendors not to participate in activities that would violate their religious 
beliefs, and the right of business owners to not be required provide funding for 
contraceptives if this was incongruent with their religious beliefs.”123 
 The praise of Jeff Session for supporting “religious expression” is relevant to the 
subject of the Barr Notre Dame speech. The beginning of the speech describes the 
founding of the United States as something that happened “over 230 years [ago] since 
that small group of colonial lawyers led a revolution and launched what they viewed as a 
great experiment, establishing a society fundamentally different than those that had gone 
before.” Barr goes on to say,  “from the founding era onward, there was a strong 
consensus about the centrality of religious liberty in the United States.”124  
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 Importantly, his statement regarding religious liberty provides a basis to compare 
the United States at its founding to the other counties that I examine in my thesis work, 
South Africa and Israel. Religious liberty might have been important in the United States 
at its founding. However, what I mentioned earlier in my thesis was that the most 
important thing about religion at the time of the Revolution and the drafting of the 
Constitution was religious freedom which, has a different meaning than “religious 
liberty.” At the time of the Constitution, religious freedom meant that the American 
people should be free from a state religion, where church and state were one, as was the 
situation in England at the time. 
 Comparing the United States at its founding with Israel at its founding, we see 
that the importance of being free from religious persecution was of fundamental 
importance in the founding of Israel; more so than freedom of religion was in the 
founding of the United States. While, freedom of religion was an important factor in the 
founding of the United States, to Israel it was fundamental. In fact, the essential purpose 
in the creation of Israel was to establish a state in which Jewish people could safely and 
securely be free from religious persecution. But it was not just any religious persecution 
that the citizens of Israel required partition from. The Holocaust and murder of Jews by 
Nazi Germans was the most horrific example of religious persecution in the history of 
mankind. Thus, regardless of the labels used, the religious issues at stake when Israel was 
founded were of existential importance, and even more primary than those at stake in 




 With regard to South Africa, my research indicates that religious issues were even 
less important at the “re-founding” or reformation of post-apartheid South Africa than 
they were in the United Sates, and certainly than they were to Israel. As my discussion of 
the writings about religion in South Africa show, in the wake of apartheid, the importance 
of religion appears to have decreased. And this seems consistent with the approach taken 
in the new South African Constitution, in which the separation of church and state is 
integral. In fact, while church-state separation is integral to modern South Africa, because 
apartheid was not a religious conflict, the role of the church has to date, not been critical 
in keeping the peace in South Africa. And the government and prosecutors in South 
Africa have not had to wrestle with   dangerous religious rhetoric inciting violence in 
extremists.    
 The crux of Barr’s Notre Dame speech appears when Barr states, “Because man is 
fallen, we don’t automatically conform ourselves to moral rules even when we know they 
are good for us.”  This “fallen man” concept is a tenet of the Christian (and particularly 
Catholic) faith.125. In the context of this thesis, which focuses on the connections between 
religion and violence, I do not recognize those concepts as properly coming from the 
chief law enforcement officer of the land. 
 An attorney general’s role is to prosecute the crimes that the fallen man (or fallen 
women) who violate laws have committed. But Attorney General Barr seems to go in a 
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different, and backward direction. He goes on to argue that “I think we all recognize that 
over the last 50 years religion has been under increasing attack. On one hand, we have 
seen the steady erosion of our traditional Judeo-Christian moral system and a 
comprehensive effort to drive it from the public square.” Similar to my point about man 
being “fallen” the attack on religion and mention of “Judeo-Christian values” seems out 
of place in a speech by the chief law enforcement officer in the land.  
 Given my focus on violence perpetrated against abortion clinics and doctors who 
performed abortion, I would not expect the Attorney General of the United States to 
defend his personal religion beliefs; rather, I would expect him, like John Ashcroft, to 
want to ensure that the laws against violence are upheld first and foremost. In the context 
of September 11th, and its aftermath, it is controversial at minimum and certainly 
misleading, and potentially dangerous, for the attorney general of the United States to be 
emphasizing his reliance on  a traditional Judeo-Christian moral system. These statements 
and arguments are concerning to me in the context of the two primary incidents I focused 
on in this thesis. 
 This led me to consider the messaging in Barr’s concluding remarks - is a mention 
of “fallen man” sufficient to argue that our Attorney General is engaging in the use of 
inappropriate rhetoric? If it were just a mention, perhaps that would not be sufficient to 
conclude that he was using inappropriate rhetoric which encourages the Christian Right 
extremists. But a closer look at the speech presents a more disturbing picture.  
 The speech is filled with Christian references, messages, and instruction.  It 




“God’s instruction manual”! It discusses a “post-Christian era,” “the vapor trails of 
Christianity” and “the consequences of moral chaos.”  It speaks of inquisitions and 
excommunications” and “figurative burning at the stake” and…, alarmingly, abortion. 
Attorney General Barr expressly comments that “So the reaction to growing illegitimacy 
is not sexual responsibility for abortion.” 
 The comment is noteworthy and interesting, yet also perhaps intentionally vague, 
and most definitely unsubstantiated. What era is he referencing; on what data is he 
relying to link “growing” illegitimacy with abortion? 
 Taking one reference and labeling it as rhetoric in the context of this thesis would 
probably be an overreaction. But given the balance of Barr’s speech and the use of 
language, and based on the reading I have done, it would be an under reaction to not 
strongly consider that Attorney General Barr had crossed a line in his speech.  The chief 
law enforcement officer in the land—so unlike John Ashcroft—has openly and publicly 
used the precise messaging that we could predict could lead to problems when received 
by people like Paul Hill and Bob Lokey.  
 The Hills, the Lokeys, to Sons of the Army of God have a predisposition to 
violence. They are on the lookout for a catalyst, or message that can justify their violent 
acts. Further, as I have suggested, these violent people may suffer from mental illness, or 
just be impaired thinkers who go out of their way to misinterpret or over-interpret 
statements like those in Barr’s speech.  
 In sum, a review of the messaging of Republican attorneys general over the last 




received differently by Republican vs Democratic supporters. This is a natural 
consequence of a competitive two-party system. Even if the message that John Ashcroft 
sent regarding his opposition to abortion and his disagreement with Roe v. Wade is not 
the right one, because some may argue about the politics surrounding the Roe v. Wade 
decision,  rational people would likely  conclude that Ashcroft’s was a “safe” message to 
send. On the other hand, even if you support the arguments William Barr appears to be 
making about the current state of American morality,  in a world in which people like 
Paul Hill and Bob Lokey aim to conspire to harm others, Barr’s message as Attorney 
General is not appropriate and can send a signal that the Christian Right that, ‘hint-hint, 
wink-wink” the Attorney General of the United States – the chief  law enforcement 
officer of the land --  agrees with you. If you are Paul Hill or Bob Lokey, might you 
wonder whether you may get a pass for committing violence for a righteous cause?   


















Israel, a Secular Land Founded after the Holocaust 
 
 To further explore the question of whether and how individuals use religion to 
perpetrate violence, I wanted to consider the founding, history, and the continuing threats 
to the existence of the Israeli State. It is the case that the Jewish and Muslim people who 
live in Israel continue to live under a constant threat of violence. I will explore in this 
chapter who this violence is directed at and how it is justified. While the violence I study 
and analyze is largely “directed” at Jewish people, the population of the State of Israel is 
approximately 20 percent Muslim. This fact, that Israel has a mix of Jewish,  Muslim, 
and other religions in its population makes my analysis more challenging, and the 
conclusions I draw somewhat more interesting.126  
 Israel is a state that was created in 1948 in the wake of the events of World War 
II. Considering the atrocities that Nazi Germany wreaked on the Jewish population in 
Europe, the Allied Powers realized that something needed to be changed to ensure an 
event like the Holocaust would never happen again. The Allied Powers, namely the US 
and Great Britain, created the Israeli State, allowing the Jews to have a homeland once 
again. History provides many examples of mistreatment of the Jewish people, from 
events like the Babylonian and Egyptian Exile of the Jews to the terrorist attacks at the 
Munich Olympic Games in 1972. The Jewish people have experienced much heartache 
                                                        
126 Israel Central Bureau of Statistics. The total population of Israel is approximately 9,000,000. Of those 9 
million residents, approximately 74% (6.6 million individuals) are Jewish. Another 20% (1.8 million 
individuals have been identified as Arab of any religion other than Jewish. Most of these individual are 
Sunni Muslims, but because the focus of this Chapter is violence perpetrated on Jewish people living in 




and perhaps more adversity than any other religious group. So, in the aftermath of the 
Holocaust the US and Great Britain presented their case for a new nation for the Jewish 
people. This state would theoretically be a safe and secure homeland, return the Jewish 
people to the biblical holy land, and help the Jewish people move on and progress while 
“never forgetting” the Holocaust. Those aims have been met and the Israeli people 
continue to work hard to meet them every single day.127 
 When the Israeli State was established, a constitution could not be agreed upon. 
However, basic laws and principles were established and the combination of these laws 
and rights serve as a constitution of sorts. Israel upholds the principle of religious 
freedom and is considered to be a secular state even though the state was set up to be a 
homeland for a specific religious group. The Israeli government is one of the most 
religiously tolerant governments in the world. This is because the Israeli people are all 
too familiar with how it feels to be persecuted due to the Holocaust and other tragic 
events throughout history. This principle of religious freedom is very important to the 
Israeli people because one of the goals that the country was founded on was to progress 
without forgetting the atrocities of the Holocaust. 
 Unfortunately, the formation of the Israeli State has brought conflict and turmoil 
to the Middle East. In order for Israel to be formed, territory had to be taken from 
neighboring states, namely Palestine. This has launched a series of wars over the land that 
is viewed as holy to the Jewish people, including the Six Years War, the War of Attrition, 
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the Holocaust as a Core Feature of Israeli Identity and its Four Incongruent Voices.” Journal of Social 




the First Lebanon War, and the first and second Intifadas. The Intifadas were uprising 
























Hypothesis that Arab-Israeli Conflict is an Asymmetrical Holy War 
  The specific question becomes whether this Israeli-Palestinian conflict as well as 
the greater Israeli-Arab conflict is essentially an endless holy war, or a conflict with a 
termination point based on the ultimate settlement (through conflict or peacefully) of the 
land dispute. My thesis is about individuals using religion to perpetrate violence. I 
hypothesize that, from the non-Israeli-Arab perspective, some individuals benefit from 
labeling the ongoing conflict over contested territory as a “holy war.” For some, this 
“holy war” is a convenient label. They get to claim they are engaged in an endless war 
because it appears these Arabs are never going to be content with the concept of giving 
up land that was once theirs. The Israeli people do not look at the conflict as endless 
because they believe the land that they have is rightfully theirs and they will defend it in 
every short-term attack that comes their way.  
 I support this hypothesis with four sources of information that were part of my 
research. First, I note that Israel is a secular society, with a separation of church and state. 
The church-state separation impacts how religious violence is received within that 
society. Second, I support my hypothesis based on an interview I was able to conduct 
with someone who has deep knowledge and understanding of the Israeli/homeland issues 
involved. Third, I consider certain rhetoric repeatedly offered by Arab opponents of Israel 
going back forty years. Fourth, I support this hypothesis by comparing the experience of 
Americans attacked by Arab extremists on September 11th, and empathizing with the 




 As noted above, Israel was founded as a secular society. It is a country whose 
very foundation and existence is antithetical to perpetrating violence based on religious 
identity.  The Declaration of Independence of Israel, which was issued in 1948 sets this 
forth. In the Declaration of Independence, the country is described as a “Jewish State.” 
However, that “Jewish State” stresses that it is extending religious freedom to all who 
live there, stating: “the state will ensure complete equality of social and political rights to 
all its inhabitants irrespective of  religions, race, or sex.” The Declaration also states that 
the state will safeguard holy places of all religions.  
 Today, I believe that Israel remains true to its promise of reading a secular land 
where freedom from religious persecution is guaranteed by the state. However, due to an 
international conflict, with individuals beyond the realm of the state of Israel, violence 
against Jewish people leaving in Israel continues. I confirmed this with a personal 
interview, as set forth below.  
 My second source for my hypothesis is an interview I was able to conduct with a 
family friend whose father was a Holocaust survivor.128 His deeply moving story of his 
father’s escape from death and his continued attention to the state of Israel and the Arab-
Israeli conflict made him a reliable source for my work. He explained he has many family 
members who live in Israel, and he compares them to the secular lives he sees other 
Jewish people living in the United States. He mentioned his interactions with many 
                                                        
128 I prefer not to name the survivor, because he is a “name Partner” at a prestigious and successful law firm 
that he helps run, in the New York/New Jersey/Connecticut region and he commented to me that he does 
not consider himself an expert in this area, and is careful not to take public positions on things others might 




cousins who live in Israel today. He said that many of them do not really like to 
participate in the mandatory military service, but, other than that, their lives appear to 
him to be even less focused on religion than the lives of people he considers to be “not 
very religious” in America. 
 Based on this interview, I believe that today in Israel, Jewish people are at risk of 
violent harm from those outside the state, who seek to do violence to them. These people 
place themselves in a position to use religion and their participation in a “holy war” for 
land to justify their actions. I believe today the Jewish people are acting primarily in self-
defense and in defense of their land. I recognize considering these things pose a very 
complicated set of questions because there have been times that Israel has an adopted a 
very aggressive militaristic posture and has clearly taken the initiative and the fight to the 
enemy. But my focus in this Chapter of my thesis is limited to those outside Israel who 
use religion to harm Jewish people living in Israel. As part of that focus, I consider some 
of the rhetoric used by those who oppose the Israeli state, and seek to do violence to 
Jewish people.  
 I have considered certain rhetoric repeatedly offered by Arab opponents of Israel 
going back forty years, the extreme version of which is that “Israel should be wiped off 
the map.” The most discussed version of this statement I found was issued by Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad in 2005. On October 27, 2005, in an article in the Times by Nazila Fahti, 
Ahmadinejad was quoted as saying Israel must be “wiped off the map.”129 The article 
                                                        





also stated that Ahmadinejad was referring to comments by Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini, the leader of the Islamic revolution, quoting him (Ahmadinejad) as saying, “as 
the imam said, Israel must be wiped off the map.” (The reference to the “imam” was to 
Khomeini.) 
 The most recent quotation of this form I found was by Iranian Major General 
Hossein Soleimani. In September 2019, Soleimani stated “this sinister regime must be 
wiped off the map, and this is no longer a dream but an achievable goal.”130 
 This rhetoric is informative in a number of ways. First, in general terms, it is 
apocalyptic and existential language. It is favoring the annihilation of a people, a land, 
and a culture. Second, because it is controversial and repeated over time by different 
leaders, it has taken the form of a rallying cry, and the baggage and force of the 
declaration is evoked every time a phrase like this is said again. Third, there are ongoing 
debates about each time it is said, whether or not it was actually said, or is not a real 
quote or is a poor translation. In this way, while the meaning of the words remains 
important, the controversy over the statement has meaning all its own, and can serve to 
capture attention, incite those anti-Israelites and keep the Israeli people in fear, threatened 
and continuously intimidated. In a word, it is rhetoric. It has become an important 
evocative message to haters of Israeli on any level.  
 The “off the map” rhetoric relied on by the haters of Israel, and Jewish people 
have important similarities to other rhetoric I have explored in this paper. But it is 
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different in its  effect than some of the rhetoric used. That is because, I believe, the “wipe 
Israel off the map” rhetoric is used as part of an international conflict.  The “wipe off” 
rhetoric is very similar to the rhetoric used to incite violence relating to abortion clinics in 
the United States. It is inflammatory, and it doesn’t seem to matter how accurate the 
statements are. Actually, in some ways the rhetoric is more powerful when it is 
controversial, and can call attention to itself because some will argue that it is inaccurate 
or wrong. However, within the United States, the state, meaning the federal government 
actually has certain powers to curtail the rhetoric, or at least go after those who employ 
rhetoric when violence  is committed. There is does deterrent threat that the US 
government poses. For Israel, in its international conflict, the only real tarpon against the 
rhetoric designed to lead to violence is military violence itself.  
 In addition to rhetoric used to incite violence against abortion clinics and those 
who work there, I have explored violence that occurred on September 11. 
 I was born as an American in 1997. I have virtually no memories of the specific 
details of September 11th. Looking back, I see the discussion about a war on terror, in a 
different light. Even though September 11th is viewed as a tragic and horrible event, I do 
not see America being pulled into a religious confrontation with the Arab extremists in 
the way it was discussed in the immediate aftermath of the tragedy. In short, America has 
chosen not to engage in a religious war against Arab extremists. That seemed a 
possibility in the immediate years following the terrorist attack. But we have largely 




view our actions as largely military self-defense and retribution, and definitely not 
violence that was being done in furtherance of religion. 
 For all these reasons, I now believe the Arab-Israeli conflict is best viewed as an 
asymmetrical religious war. One side (the Arabs) are seeking to fight an endless, eternal 
battle motivated primarily by religion. The rhetoric used by Arab leaders is effective in 
getting Arabs to continue to perpetrate violence on Israel. Israel’s defense of itself and its 
boundaries, however, is motivated primarily by security interests, not a religiously 
steeped view that Palestinians or Arabs are evil. 
 The complexities of the “Arab-Israeli” conflict is that there are Christian 
Palestinians who also oppose the pittance of Israel, or at least its current borders. That 
makes the analysis of this situation more complex, but I do not think it suggests that 
individuals do not use religion to justify violence. In fact, it shows how dangerous and 
malleable rhetoric can be, and how convenient an excuse religion can be. For some non-
religious Muslim Arabs, the claimed “holy war” gives them an opportunity to pretend 
that they are religious, and that they can hide behind the religion they claim to justify 
their actions. Christian Palestinians also can hide behind the rhetoric of others, and ride 
along with the opposition of Israel. If the rhetoricians act broadly enough, they could give 
cover and an easy excuse for violence to both the non-religious Muslim Arabs (“I am 
very religious, that’s the real reason I act this way”) as well as the Christian Palestinians, 
(“I don’t like Israel, and I obviously can’t prevent Arabs who believe their religion 




they support, without being actual an avid follower of the religion that is sponsoring the 

























History and Relevant Background of South Africa and Religion 
In 1960 the people of South Africa decided to recede from the Union of South 
Africa and form their own, independent state.131 By 1961 these people had formed the 
Republic of South Africa.132 This new state retained outdated and racist policies 
including apartheid. Apartheid, meaning apartness, was a segregation system that had 
some similarities to the legal systems in place in states across the United States during the 
late 1800s to the mid-1900s.133 Apartheid legislation included a myriad of unjust, racist 
policies, such as, for instance, the policy that forced eviction of Africans, moving them to 
new homes with other Africans, as if they were in the same tribe. Another way that the 
legislation discriminated against Africans was that marriage between members of 
different races was outlawed. These unjust policies were supported and upheld by the 
white minority, which believed in white supremacy and held all political and economic 
power in South Africa. Lasting approximately 50 years, from 1948 through the early 
1990s, apartheid was finally abolished as a system of government in negotiations 
between Nelson Mandela and his predecessor, President de Klerk.134  
                                                        
131 Note that South Africa has had several foundlings as a nation. 
132 I compare and contrast the founding of South Africa, Israel, and the US. The founding of all three 
nations is crucial to my thesis in regard to the role religion plays in each of these nations’ founding. The 
multiple births of South Africa as a nation differs from that of Israel and the US. 
133 Both nations suffered from apartheid. Apartheid in South Africa only recently ended in comparison to 
segregation in the US.  
134 Leonard Monteath Thompson, A History of South Africa, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001. I 
provide a brief understanding of the history of South Africa and the role apartheid played in the nation 




De Klerk was a reformer of sorts in that he worked to end the ban on protests and 
outlawed the segregation of public places. De Klerk also made it possible for South 
Africa to hold its first ever non-racial election. After this fundamentally important 
election process modification, the African National Congress (ANC) was elected to 
power. After the ANC won the election, Nelson Mandela became the president of South 
Africa and he continued to work to end discrimination and racism in the country. 
Apartheid ended because of internal pressure building through riots and protests that were 
organized by the people of South Africa.135 
 In addition to mounting internal pressure, external pressure also was being 
brought to bear on the white controlling party and class to end apartheid, at least to some 
degree. For instance, the United Nations and the countries within it discussed placing an 
embargo on South Africa at one point because of its breach of human rights.  (Note that 
this proposal was not enacted.) South Africa did, though, suffer economically from 
external pressure in the form of trade limitations imposed by some trading partners in an 
effort to press the country for change. Ultimately, Nelson Mandela negotiated break-
through change to end the racist apartheid system. South Africa has now operated without 
segregation for nearly two decades and has developed a strong democratic system of 
government that upholds human rights as it should.136 
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 The apartheid legislation described above was a state-sponsored atrocity.137 
Violence and oppression in the country were race-based, with violence based on religion 
not playing any significant role in the apartheid regime. Thus, when the Republic of 
South Africa was founded, religion was not a primary factor.138 In fact, over the course of 
course of the country’s history, generally, South African churches were allied with and 
supported the African majority and were not aligned with the white controlling power.139 
In fact, South Africa provides an example of churches working together as a force of 
change. Thus, as apartheid was coming to an end and the ANC won the election, allowing 
Mandela to become the president of South Africa in 1994, religion was not seen as a 
major factor to address.140 In this sense, South Africa is different from the United States 
and Israel, where addressing religious freedom were issues involved in the formation of 
the country.  
Thus, as stated above, religion was not a factor in the formation of the state and its 
government, and not a subject of controversy in the principles that underlay its formation.  
Because of this, we cannot really determine how the church-state relationship will 
ultimately work as the nation matures over the coming years. There is the possibility that 
                                                        
137 Churches in South Africa played a crucial role in helping end apartheid. Although some churches 
supported the state sponsored atrocity, many religious beings broke away from the church when this 
occurred. The role the church plays in South Africa surrounding apartheid is very unique and relevant to 
my study. 
138 This is similar to the founding of Israel as a nation. Jews who had escaped the holocaust did not want 
religion to be a factor in the founding of this nation. 
139 Kiran Lalloo “The Church and State in Apartheid South Africa,” Contemporary Politics, vol. 4, no. 1, 
1998 pp. 39-53 and Raymond Simangaliso Kumalo, “Facts and Faction: The Development of Church and 
State Relations in Democratic South Africa from 1994-2012,” Journal of Church and State, vol. 56, no. 4, 
pp. 627-643. 
140 John S. Saul and Patrick Bond, South Africa—the Present as History: From Mrs Ples to Mandela & 




the state will try to incorporate religion into part of the government, and there is 
definitely evidence to at least suggest that possibility in the critical solidarity relationship 
currently existing between the church and state.141 Critical solidarity means that the 
church is allowed to be critical of the government when it takes some actions, however it 
is expected to support the government when it takes action to help the people in South 
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Faction,” pp. 627-643. The issues and concerns surrounding critical solidarity are addressed in these works. 





South African Case Studies 
Two of the most relevant articles supporting my thesis work regarding South 
Africa are discussed below. First is Karin Lalloo’s work entitled, “The Church and State 
in Apartheid South Africa.” 
Lalloo begins his work with two important quotes. The first is from Trevor 
Huddlestone who said, in 1979, “The Church sleeps on…through it occasionally talks in 
its sleep.” The second is from Albert Luthuli, from 1984, when he said: “I am in [the 
African National] Congress because I am a Christian.”142 These two quotes efficiently 
sum up the relationship between church and state in South Africa. Luthuli speaks of the 
dynamic role religion plays in the society of South Africa. “Since the Edict of Milan of 
AD 313, by which Constantine the Great adopted Christianity as the state religion of the 
Roman Empire, the church became appropriated by the political rulers and underwent an 
ideological shift, from support for the subversive poor to support for the privileged 
position in social order.”143 
In South Africa, the church takes on two different roles, one giving preference to 
the rich and the other going back to Christian roots and giving preference to the poor and 
needy. The underlying duality between the church and its two contradictory ideologies 
was a spur to apartheid. The church in South Africa, unlike many other examples we 
have throughout history, was neither completely co-opted nor sidelined. Based on 
Lalloo’s work I can conclude that the conflict within the Church leads to spiritual and 
                                                        





racial conflict within society. Apartheid was created, propagated, and maintained by the 
political ruling class running the state in South Africa. However, the history of apartheid 
in South Africa shows an excellent example of how a terrible, unfair, and plainly unjust 
and immoral state policy ultimately leads to conflict within the state. Ultimately, the 
conflict raised a challenge that the unfair and outdated policy of apartheid could not 
withstand.  
Dr. Martin Luther King, who received his doctoral degree in systemic theology at 
Boston University recognized this. King popularized the aphorism: “The arc of the moral 
universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”144 In the context of my thesis, and South 
Africa’s history, I think King’s quote is relevant in representing the view that neither the 
church nor the state would have been powerful enough to maintain apartheid indefinitely. 
Eventually justice would emerge. And it did, when apartheid ended and South Africa 
reformed its government. 
Contrary to the more strictly secular nations of the US and Israel, the church in 
South Africa has played a very dynamic role over time: it alternatively, was promoting, 
staying silent, or helping end apartheid. The role of the church in South African society is 
dynamic in that it moves to new positions rapidly. This is in stark contrast to the US 
where the role of the church in society and politics seems to move more like a huge 
pendulum. In my final section I will conclude that in the US the church and its role is 
constantly swinging back and forth. However, regardless of how much certain factions 
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will press in this direction, the church in America ultimately will not be able to cross 
certain important lines set forth in the Constitution that limit its power.   
Lalloo asks an essential question: “What were the forces that motivated these 
churches to assume the role of protagonist for a change, and what were the conditions 
that supported their transformation from ally of the status quo to committed proponent of 
fundamental change?”145 In other words what were the underlying motivations the church 
had to help end the conflict of apartheid in South Africa? Just as extremist Muslims and 
far right Christians used their religion to perpetrate violence, the dynamism of the South 
African churches fostered individuals within the church to use their religion to forcefully 
oppose apartheid and defend the oppressed.   
In fact, in direct contrast to the religious extremists in the Army of God and Al-
Qaeda, religious individuals in South Africa were inspired by their religion to create 
social change to resolve conflict, such as apartheid. Ironically, it was individuals who 
were formerly conservative church leaders who were driven by their conscience and 
sense of social justice based on biblical principles to recognize the unacceptability of 
apartheid.146 The opposite has occurred with Arab extremists and the far right Christian 
anti-abortion extremists who hijack their religions, cite religious scripture, and develop 
rhetoric wrapped in religious terminology to commit acts of violence. Specifically, the 
church (and church leaders) in South Africa plays a role in direct contrast to that of the 
Christian far right extremists in the US, which use their religion as a tool to perpetrate 
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and  justify violence. As I point out in this thesis, far right conservative leaders and 
political leaders co-opted by the movement in the US send broad, albeit vague, 
“messages” to their followers.147 They use rhetoric that sows and support divisiveness 
and conflict. These leaders should know and take responsibility for the fact that followers 
might misinterpret or warp their messages in support of their cause. Even more 
concerning and the most frightening part of this dynamic is that the far right Christian 
followers might not really be “misinterpreting” the rhetoric. The rhetoric might be 
intended to carry “hidden messages,” directed to an extremist audience, recognizing the 
impact this rhetoric may have to incite violence and even “give a pass” to violence 
carried out in the name of their religion.    
There were no such problems in South Africa when apartheid was coming to an 
end. Even though there is no evidence of individuals of the church in South Africa taking 
up arms against the state, they remained neutral enough to have an important influence 
when it was time for apartheid to end. The church in South Africa was not a part of an 
asymmetrical holy war over apartheid. I think this is in contrast to America, where the 
Christian Right on some level aligns alongside the Army of God, at least in the context of 
the war on abortion. In America, the church, including the Catholic Church, certainly has 
not done enough to make clear it condemns the act of anti-abortion extremists.  
It can be argued that the South African church also did not do enough to end 
oppression and apartheid in South Africa. However, by 2017 when I visited South Africa, 
                                                        




my impression was that the church had by that point placed itself on the right side of 
history. It had helped end apartheid.148 
A second relevant article relating to South Africa examined in my research is 
Raymond Kumalo’s “Fact and Faction: The Development of Church and State Relations 
in Democratic South Africa from 1994-2012.” Kumalo noted that, “South Africa made a 
decision to embrace religion as one of the recognized pillars on which society was to be 
built, but this had to be done without being biased to any particular religion.”149 This 
finding suggests similarities to the US, a country where religion is important but where 
the nation and government are not supposed to be biased to any particular religion, and 
provides a comparative basis to further evaluate our country’s relationship with and use 
of religion. It seems that the standard Kumalo identifies regarding South Africa’s 
“religious freedom” was challenged in the aftermath of September 11th, and that period of 
challenge has not ended. Concern about prejudice exhibited against Muslims and their 
role in our society continues, and some of the rhetoric involved harkens back to the time 
of September 11th and anti-Muslim sentiments felt and statements made at the time.   
A recent example of bias against Muslims can be seen in the manner in which 
extremists (and others prejudiced against Muslims) handled and reacted to an innocuous 
comment made about September 11th. Many routinely claim that Rashida Talib, a 
congresswoman from Michigan, once stated that “some people did something” in 
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describing the Al-Qaeda attacks of September 11th.150 The statement “some people did 
something” was a simple phrase made in the context of a larger discussion and it is clear 
that the use of this phrase in that context in no way intended to diminish or make light of 
the horrific and unspeakable terrorist attacks. Yet the phrase has become notorious on the 
internet, warped and painted by extremists as intending to show Congresswoman Talib’s 
acquiescence in or even approval of the terrorist attack.151  
The reaction to the statement in internet extremist circles (i.e., the “dark web”) 
reminds me of the reaction to the statements by Iranian leaders to “wipe Israel off the 
map.” I am not comparing these statements directly and find no equivalence in them. I 
am comparing the reaction to the statements, and the continuing fomenting of 
controversy that surrounds those statements. For extremists, this seems to be rhetoric at 
its best. It is as if the most useful rhetoric is so apocalyptic and/or warped as to lose any 
connection to truth or accuracy. By relying on untruthful messages, extremists have a 
way to band together and feel part of an exclusive team. 
This use of inaccurate statements calls to mind the strangest thing I came across in 
the entirety of my research. One of the popular but notorious anti-abortion websites is the 
Nuremberg Files.152 As I referenced earlier, there could be a connection that makes sense 
between the actual Nuremberg trials and the Nuremberg files website. This may be more 
than a coincidence. The use of the name may have been an attempt to analogize abortion 
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providers with Nazi war criminals prosecuted in the Nuremberg trials. While this is 
speculative, I found the similarity in names to be alarming. If more than a coincidence, 
which may well be the case, the use of this rhetoric by extremists is incredibly insulting 
to the Jewish people and the memory of the 6,000,000 Jewish people who were murdered 
in the Holocaust.  
Back to Kumalo to conclude my South Africa case studies. Kumalo states that 
Reverend Mautjie Pataki argued that, “it was the responsibility of government to organize 
different groups in society (including religious ones) in the interest of promoting 
cohesion.”153 This suggests that the South African government in the wake of apartheid 
believes that it needs religion to make society better. If this is accurate, they should keep 
in mind the famous answer to a question President Abraham Lincoln gave during the 
American Civil War. Purportedly, Lincoln was asked “if God was on his side?” The great 
answer that Lincoln gave was “Sir, my concern is not whether God is on our side, my 
greatest concern is to be on God’s side, for God is always right.” 
Lincoln’s answer was short and smart and typical coming from a great and 
thoughtful communicator. Lincoln’s answer was given less than 100 years after the 
founding of our country. That type of answer, in my opinion, has not been heard enough 
200 years after the founding of the country, in the aftermath of September 11th. 
South Africa was re-formed less than 30 years ago. It is too early to understand 
the relationship between church and state that will exist in South Africa 30 years from 
now. However, it seems to me that South African society will have an easier time 
                                                        




figuring out a good relationship between religion and government and society than the 
US and Israel have had. This is not a coincidence and makes sense. Unlike South Africa, 
the US and Israel were founded following various levels of religious conflict. For the US, 
it was the disagreement with England over freedom of religion. Much more significant, 
for Israel, it was the most horrific religious-based problem in the history of mankind, the 
Holocaust. Accordingly, in both cases, there were undeniable religious factors at play at 
the time that the US and Israel were founded.   
As stated above, South Africa is different in this sense. There was no religious 
crisis preceded its founding. Apartheid was a conflict brought about by the state itself. It 
is very early for South Africa, but based on this analysis, we can look for South Africa to 
have an easier time than the US or Israel in dealing with religion, society, and the state, 














Anecdotal Comparative Observations 
In addition to my review of academic works,154 I also have considered to a very 
limited extent, personal first-hand impressions of secular life in the United States, Israel, 
and South Africa. For the United States, I rely on my own experiences, having grown up 
in the Washington DC area in the wake of September 11th.155 
For Israel, I considered the anecdotal information shared with me in a lengthy and 
moving interview with a family friend, whose father was a Holocaust survivor and who, 
in light of his family’s history, has paid careful attention to global issues.   
For South Africa I have my own, albeit limited and also anecdotal, experience to 
consider. In the summer of 2018, I spent three weeks in South Africa as part of a 
CRU/Athletes in Action mission. The mission allowed a few interested American college 
students (mostly athletes) to interact with many Africans and South Africans. As part of 
the mission, we hosted camps that featured activities and bible study. Because bible study 
was featured, I developed a sense of the religiosity of the Africans and limited number of 
South Africans I met.  
I have one important recollection from that experience that is at least tangentially 
relevant to the development of my thesis position.  I found that the South African and 
other Africans I met were very open to learning about other religions; more open in some 
ways than my impression of young religious people in the US. The South Africans 
                                                        
154 Referencing Kiran Lalloo “The Church and State in Apartheid South Africa” and Raymond Simangaliso 
Kumalo “Facts and Faction: The Development of Church and State Relations in Democratic South Africa 
from 1994-2012.” 





seemed to be more open to learning about other religions and less guarded and less 
defensive than I find people to be in the US. Most of the young South Africans I met had 
an attitude that was like “yes, sure, tell me about your religion.” They seemed truly 
curious, but unafraid. In the US, I see the same easy attitude at times from my peers, but 
more often I experience young adults as more guarded about their religions. “Defensive” 
perhaps is not the most accurate word, but it seems as if young Americans are almost 
afraid to open themselves to discussion about other religions, as if their beliefs are being 
challenged or there is an effort to convert them. I did not experience this in South Africa; 
I experienced openness. 
In terms of how secular South African society is today, I do not have enough 
information to come to any conclusions, although have formed some nascent impressions 
of South African society and the role religion plays in the life of the ordinary citizen. I 
attended Bishop Ireton High School in Alexandria Virginia before enrolling at BU. At 
Bishop Ireton I took religion classes, attended mass regularly, and also participated in the 
March for Life in Washington DC. I also participated in the March for Life when I 
attended St. Mary’s Elementary School. I only recently realized that the March for Life is 
scheduled on the anniversary of the Roe v. Wade decision. Religion was therefore an 
important part of my experiences growing up and it seemed to be a bigger part of my life 
than it was for some of the young people I met in Africa during the summer of 2018.156 
After graduating from Bishop Ireton in 2016, I enrolled at BU and spent the next four 
                                                        
156 Note the South Africans I met along with the limited time I spent in the country does not provide me 
with an analysis, or rather sample size of religious people in South Africa. This section of my thesis is 
merely for me to drawback and reflect upon my experiences in these nations I am studying. 
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school years in Boston. I find the environment in Boston to be slightly more secular than 
the environment I saw when visiting South Africa. Overall, I see some similarities, 
between the two countries, but I would need more study and information to reach any 




 My goal in writing this thesis was to answer one question: Do individuals use 
religion as a tool to perpetrate violence? And although through a variety of case studies 
from the US, Israel, and South Africa, violence in the name of religion by specific actors 
and groups of actors is evident, I can only go so far as to say those classified as 
extremists use religion to perpetrate violence, especially within the US. Comparing the 
three countries, and specifically the role religion plays in each society in a time of 
foundation or conflict makes this study very unique. I do attribute much of my thesis to 
the response from local, state, and federal level government leaders in terms of what they 
do about individuals using religion as a tool to perpetrate violence. Through my extensive 
work on these three countries I have determined the use of religion to perpetrate violence 
is not explained by the manner in which these countries were founded with regard to 
religious freedom. That is, there is not an obvious correlation between how religion was 
handled at a country’s founding and how it is used currently by religious actors. In fact, 
in the US, notwithstanding that our constitutional foundation is one of separation of 
church and state and religious freedom, I found that the manner in which select 
government and political leaders handle and react to extremists who rely on violence “in 
the name of religion” actually may impact the prevalence of violence.  
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